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Preface

“The mind is like a parachute. It only works if we keep it 
open.”

Albert Einstein

We are living in a very positive historical moment. For the first 
time in recent years, all the main areas of the world are experien-
cing economic growth. According to the International Monetary 
Fund, this year global GDP will grow by 3.9% and a similar rate of 
growth is also expected in 2019.

This growth trend is also continuing in Europe (+2.4% expected 
in 2018). The year 2017 ended with a 2.5% growth in GDP in the 
Eurozone, the highest rate in over a decade and the third highest 
growth rate ever registered since the introduction of the Euro.

2017 was also a positive year for Italy with a growth rate of 
1.5%, the highest since 2010, and employment was at an all-ti-
me high of 23.1 million, although the overall unemployment rate 
remained at 11.2%. Nonetheless, growth is not measured solely in 
terms of a single country; it must also be measured in comparison 
with other areas of the world and from this standpoint, Italy’s per-
formance is not positive. The most recent International Monetary 
Fund forecasts show that, again in 2018, with a 1.5% GDP growth 
rate, Italy will remain the caboose of the Eurozone train. 

The sentiment indicator in the survey carried out within the 
Ambrosetti Club business community (comprised of over 350 
managers and CEOs of the largest Italian and multinational com-
panies operating in Italy), suggests that the country is experien-
cing a period of adjustment.

What could be done in order to not only perform better than 
in the past, but also to outperform the others? Unquestionably, 
science, technology, research and innovation are the reci-
pes for growth. In this regard, I would like to quote the great che-
mist, Louis Pasteur, who had already understood, back in the 19th 
century, that “science knows no country, because knowledge be-
longs to humanity, and is the torch which illuminates the world”.

The Innovation and Technology Community, instituted in 2011 
as part of the Ambrosetti Club, is now in its seventh year of activi-
ty. Its aspiration is to be a beacon for the Italian innovation ecosy-

TR_2018.indb   5 16/05/18   16:36
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stem by offering the country’s public and private sector players a 
high-level platform for discussion and knowledge and to develop 
ideas for stimulating innovation within the country.

Since its creation, the Community has maintained that, in or-
der to provide a greater impulse for growth in Italy, courageous 
choices must be made and those sectors of the economy with high 
technological and innovative content must be promoted. In Italy, 
investment in research and development is still too low ($30 bil-
lion, 1.29% of GDP, even lower than the 1.34% in 2015). The pri-
vate sector, recipient of 58% of R&D investment in the country, 
is 7 percentage points below the European average. 

However, Italy can rely on several strengths, starting with the 
excellence of its research system. A little-known fact is perhaps 
that, among the top 10 countries in the world in terms of pu-
blications, Italy is #1 for the number of citations per re-
searcher and also #1 for research productivity regarding 
publications per researcher. In addition, Italy has an excellent 
manufacturing base: it is the 5th country in the world for ma-
nufacturing trade balance over 100 billion dollars and is 2nd 
among the “Big Five” countries in the European Union for per 
capita exports (€7,371), after Germany. 

Italy must further exploit its excellent research system and si-
gnificant manufacturing assets, and concentrate its efforts in a 
number of key areas:
• there must be an increase in both public and private invest-

ment in research and innovation, which still remains too 
limited compared with our European competitors;

• incentives must be created for Open Innovation activities—
today only 6.7% of small/medium-sized Italian companies 
are involved in Open Innovation activities, compared with 
the European average of 11.2%;

• Venture Capital must be stimulated: Italy invests only 
0.005% of its GDP, compared with 0.04% in France and 
Spain and 0.03% in Germany.

This report contains the results of the study carried out by the 
InnoTech Community over the last twelve months, which offers 
a wealth of statistics, comparisons, benchmarks and points for 
reflection to aid policymakers and business leaders in accelera-
ting innovation in Italy.

TR_2018.indb   6 16/05/18   16:36
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Specifically, I would like to bring to your attention the in-depth 
analysis regarding Open Innovation, Venture Capital and Corpo-
rate Venture Capital, as well as that on the major technological 
trends (robotics, quantum computing, artificial intelligence and 
5G), and the aspects of method and strategy for companies in ma-
naging this technological and digital revolution.

Before inviting you to read the report, I would like to express 
my heartfelt thanks to Enel, ABB, Agrati Group, Citrix and Pi-
relli, which have provided unflagging support for this initiative, 
together with Assobiotec and Cisco. 

My sincere thanks also to the The European House – Ambro-
setti working group comprised of Alessandro Braga, Benedetta 
Brioschi, Federico Jarach, Paola Pedretti, Vera Scuderi and Erika 
Zorzetto. 

Valerio De Molli
Managing Partner & CEO
The European House – Ambrosetti
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Introduction

The Innovation and Technology Community was founded in 
2011 within the Ambrosetti Club. The Club, established in 1999, 
brings together the top managers of national and multinational 
groups and organizations operating in Italy - today over 350.

The mission of the Innovation and Technology Community is to 
strengthen the dialogue and relations between the industrial, sci-
entific-technological, financial and institutional communities, to 
promote growth opportunities and a culture of diffused innovation.

The Community is an open system that gathers the contribu-
tions of multiple public and private actors of the country, giving 
voice to concrete experiences, sharing solutions and approaches 
and sharing areas and methods of intervention in a positive and 
constructive spirit.

The cornerstones of its activity are:
• Pragmatically discuss the relevant aspects of innovation as 

a growth factor.
• Explore opportunities for businesses arising from innova-

tion and its transfer.
• Share the most significant experiences.
• Deepen the knowledge of the most current innovations and 

technologies.
• Communicate the reflections to the country to stimulate 

debate and action.

Every year, the Community plans a course of studies and 
events, also integrated by in-depth meetings with leading figures 
on the Italian and international innovation scene. These meet-
ings involve the participation of key entrepreneurs, experts and 
opinion leaders, and have the aim of studying priority issues in 
the field of Innovation and Technology, thus creating moments of 
dialogue and of exchange of knowledge and experiences, and also 
elaborating proactive insights to bring to the attention of national 
decision makers.

The Technology Forum is the culminating moment of the Com-
munity’s path and every year it brings together - at the highest 

1  
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levels - the various protagonists of the innovation ecosystem: re-
search, business, finance and institutions. (Figure 1)

The European House - Ambrosetti’s Working Group which 
coordinates the activities of the InnoTech Community and the 
drafting of this Report is composed of: Alessandro Braga, Bene-
detta Brioschi, Valerio De Molli, Federico Jarach, Paola Pedretti, 
Vera Scuderi, Erika Zorzetto.

Research and innovation in Italy 

The future role of Italy in the global competitive scenar-
io is strictly connected to its power to innovate and to create 
an environment able to foster the development of new ideas. 
  

Innovation and research should be identified as national pri-
orities and specific strategies should be developed with the aim 
to contribute to the empowerment and growth of the innovative 
ecosystem of the country.

Currently, Italy’s investments in R&D are the lowest among G7 
countries, representing also a decreasing trend compared to pre-
vious years (-4% vs 2015). The lack of public and private funding 
and the high fragmentation of the agencies that should govern the 
development of the ecosystem and give a supra-national vision 
and strategy to all the stakeholders involved in the process, are 
some of the culprits for Italy’s inability in developing a successful 
circular funding model. (Figure 2)

February 1st, 2018
The innovation 
challenge for large 
corporates: Enel

April 4th, 2018
Cybersecurity and its 
rami�cations for people 
and companies

June 26th, 2018
AI and Robotics: the future 
of interactions between 
humans and machines

February 26th, 2018
Meeting with Diego 
Piacentini, Government 
Commissioner for the 
Digital Agenda

May 25th, 2018
Technology Forum 
VII Edition

Fall, 2018
Innovation Trip: 
Israel, the Start-up 
Nation

2  

Figure 1 |  
The InnoTech 
Community meetings  
in 2017/2018
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For these reasons, national programs for research and innova-
tion, such as the National Operational Program on Research and 
Innovation 2014-2020 and the National Research Program 2015-
2020, are essentials for the definition of a strong commitment in 
these fields. 

In particular, the National Operational Program on 
Research and Innovation 2014-2020 (NOP R&I 2014-
2020), developed by the Italian government as part of the imple-
mentation of the Cohesion Policy of the European Union, is one 
the most important program dedicated to research and innova-
tion in Italy.

It has been developed with the primary goal of strengthening 
the national economic and social cohesion and reducing the lack 
of investment in research and innovation in Southern Italy. 

It is managed by the Ministry of Education, Universities and 
Research and entirely addressed to the regions with priority need 
for support (Campania, Puglia, Basilicata, Calabria, Sicily, Abruz-
zo, Molise and Sardinia).

The total amount of resources dedicated to the NOP R&I 2014-
2020 is equal to €1.2 billion, mostly coming from the European 
Structural and Investment Funds, and it is allocated on two main 
areas of interventions:
• Human capital: investments in education and training. 
• Thematic projects: strengthen of research, innovation and 

technological development.

Figure 2 |  
Gross Expenditure 
in Research and 
Development (GERD) in 
selected countries (% 
of GDP), 2016. Source: 
The European House - 
Ambrosetti elaboration 
on OECD, 2018
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Another specific action program dedicated to research and in-
novation developed by the Italian government is the National 
Research Program 2015-2020 (NRP 2015-2020), identi-
fied as the instrument that defines strategies and priorities for the 
national research system.

It was drawn up by the Ministry of Education, University and 
Research with the aim to promote the empowerment of the na-
tional research competitiveness, aligning national policies with 
the European strategic vision and coordinating the action of all 
national actors. 

The document defined 12 priority Specialization Areas, with 
the aim to prioritize the most promising initiatives in applied re-
search, and it identified 6 Intervention Programs (Human Cap-
ital; Public-private cooperation and industrial research; South-
ern Italy; Research Infrastructures; Internationalization; Quality 
Spending) each having specific actions and dedicated resources 
for a total amount of €2.4 billion1.

National initiatives for entrepreneur-
ship and industrial innovation

Entrepreneurship is one of the eight key competences defined 
by the European Union2.

The most relevant national program supporting entrepre-
neurship and industrial technological revolution in Italy is the 
National Industry 4.0 Plan, introduced in October 2016, 
including a set of measures to favor investments for innovation 
and competitiveness3. It represents a major opportunity for all 
companies that are ready to take advantage of the unprecedented 
incentives offered by the Fourth Industrial Revolution. (Figure 3)

1  The 12 Specialization Areas are: Aerospace, Agri-food, Cultural Heritage, 
Blue Growth, Green Chemistry, Design, Creativity and Made in Italy, Energy, 
Smart Factory, Sustainable Mobility, Health, Smart, Secure and Inclusive Com-
munities, Technologies for Living Environments.
2  Key competences include: literacy and languages; maths, science and engi-
neering; digital competence; personal, social and learning competence; civic com-
petence; entrepreneurship; cultural awareness and expression.
3 The name of the Plan was changed in 2018 from “Industry 4.0” to “Impresa 4.0”.

3  

TR_2018.indb   12 16/05/18   16:36
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The Plan draws from a series of public and private funding and 
resources that include: 
• €13 billion of public investments and €24 billion of private 

ones to support the measures to incentivize the invest-
ments in Industry 4.0;

• €900 million for the investments to support the develop-
ment of new skills;

• €10 billion of public investments with €32 billion of private 
funding to develop other measures, such as the Ultrabroad-
band Plan, the Guarantee Fund for SMEs, and initiatives 
for the Made in Italy.

In coherence with the Cohesion Policy of the European Union, 
the Italian government also developed the National Opera-
tional Program on Enterprises and Competitiveness 
(NOP IC). Initially based on a total budget of €2.3 billion, af-
ter the update approved on December 2017, it can count now on 
€3.2 billion, mainly dedicated to the less developed Italian re-
gions. The program is based on 4 thematic priorities:
1. strengthening research, technological development and 

innovation (€1.2 billion);
2. enhancing access to, use and quality of ICT (€230 million);
3. enhancing competitiveness of SMEs (€1.3 billion);
4. supporting shift towards a low carbon economy (€500 

million).

In support to the digital growth of the national economy, last 
year the Three-Year Plan for ICT in Public Administra-
tion 2017-2019 was launched. The plan was created specifically 

The “Impresa 4.0” 
National Plan

Innovative 
Investments

Skills and 
Research

Awareness 
and 

Governance

Enabling 
Infrastructures

Supporting 
Public 

Instruments

Figure 3 |  
The “Impresa 
4.0” National Plan 
strategic guidelines, 
2018
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to guide the country’s digital transformation and to turn into ac-
tion the Strategic Model for the evolution of the public adminis-
tration information system. The Plan was made necessary by the 
increasing importance of new technologies and their use by citi-
zens and businesses alike; in this scenario digital innovation and 
digital transformation become a public investment for a structur-
al reform of the country.

The document defines the guidelines for the development of 
the Plan and it serves as reference for central and local adminis-
trations in the development of their own information systems, by 
setting the architectural principles and the rules of usability and 
interoperability that all the local administrators will have to use 
to adhere to the national standards.

The objective of the Plan is to rationalize the expenditure of ad-
ministrations, improve the quality of services offered to citizens and 
businesses and the tools made available to public administrations.

The importance of Open Innovation 
strategies and the different types of 

Corporate Venture Capital

For companies to succeed in innovating their businesses and 
processes, they must start from the creation of a culture ready to 
undertake this path. While startups are, in a way, the byproduct 
of this culture, large companies often lack the ability to sustain 
a strategy focused on innovation. Thus, the first step is creating 
an innovation culture that involves all the stakeholders 
of this process, from the top management to the employees. This 
implies being open to ideas from the outside world, being rap-
id and lean. Processes must be streamlined, because innovation 
cannot survive slow rhythms burdened by bureaucracy. Individu-
als and companies must be brave in experimenting with new 
ideas, but also fearless of failure, which is indeed an integral 
part of the innovation process. Failure is evidence of resourceful-
ness and a stimulus to resilience.

Today, in many industries, the logic that supports an internal-
ly oriented, centralized approach to research and development 

4  
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(R&D) has become obsolete. Being open to innovation from ex-
ternal sources has become of paramount importance for main-
taining a competitive edge in the rapidly moving modern mar-
kets. This concept of openness is a radical change compared to 
the canonical way of innovating, traditionally closed within the 
company’s four walls, in order to protect intellectual property and 
maintain competitive advantage over other companies. Innovat-
ing alone is no longer convenient. There will always be someone 
else, somewhere around the world, who has access to brighter 
minds, larger capitals, or more favorable circumstances. 

The access to external resources (knowledge, people, compa-
nies, startups, capitals, technological assets) with continuity and 
effectiveness and a network that generates opportunities for in-
novation through collaborations and partnerships, are the bas-
es of a successful Open Innovation strategy. The adoption of this 
new model presents numerous challenges, from the change of or-
ganizational culture, to the allocation of the first investments in 
this direction without forgetting the need for specific skills, often 
complex to find on the market or to be internally trained. (Figure 4)

This chart, originally developed for the 2017 Report elaborat-
ed by The European House - Ambrosetti for the 2017 edition of 
Technology Forum, maps the course of actions of a company that 
wants to venture in Open Innovation strategies, but that does not 
have the knowledge to decide what is the right path and which are 
the best tools to use.

Figure 4 |  
The Open Innovation 
path. Source: The 
European House - 
Ambrosetti, 
“L’ecosistema  
per l’innovazione:  
quali strade per la 
crescita delle imprese  
e del Paese”, 2018
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The vertical axis, “Innovation Expertise”, measures the de-
gree of familiarity that the company has gained with respect to the 
world of innovation and its specific dynamics. The horizontal axis, 
“Innovation Budget”, suggests the minimum capital thresholds 
to invest in order to undertake specific Open Innovation strategies 
and to exploit the instruments connected to them; an impactful in-
vestment for small companies is at least €25,000, for medium-sized 
ones is at least €100,000 and for large corporates is €500,000.

Based on the positioning along the Open Innovation path 
mapped in Figure 1, there can be four different states of 
readiness and aptitude to innovate, and for each one there 
are different tools and strategies that are recommended:
• Watching: Call for Ideas, Crowdsourcing, Crowdfunding, 

Innovation Scouting.
• Networking: Innovation Networks, Innovation Procure-

ments, Synergies with Accelerators and/or Business Incu-
bators.

• Partnering: Startup(s) Adoption, Investments or Co-invest-
ments in Venture Capital funds (VC).

• Running: Corporate Incubator, Mergers and Acquisitions 
(M&A), Corporate Venture Capital (CVC). 

The creation of a Corporate Venture Capital fund is one 
of the ultimate tools for companies that have a great innovation 
expertise and high budgets allocated in innovation strategies.

One can think of Corporate Venture Capital as a branch of 
Venture Capital, where the company is investing directly in start-
ups and innovative initiatives, instead of giving the money to 
third-party, specialized, investors (Venture Capitalists). A CVC is 
therefore the structured practice in which a large company ac-
quires numerous shares of small innovative companies or start-
ups, to which it can also provide support in terms of advice and 
management, with the aim of drawing from this investment a 
competitive advantage.

While a Venture Capital fund is driven by financial motiva-
tions, with the main goal of a high return on the original invest-
ment through the sale of companies to third parties or through an 
initial public offering (IPO), a Corporate Venture Capital fund is 
driven also, if not primarily, by strategic motivations.

TR_2018.indb   16 16/05/18   16:36
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Although a company might have various reasons for wanting 
to set up a CVC unit and investing in startups, according to Pro-
fessor Henry William Chesbrough4, there are ultimately two main 
goals: 

4  Source: Henry William Chesbrough, “Making Sense of Corporate Venture 
Capital”, Harvard Business Review, 2002.

• Some investments are strategic, they aim at increasing the 
sales and profits of the corporation’s own businesses and 
the company typically seeks to identify and exploit syner-
gies between itself and a new venture. 

• The other type of investment is financial, with companies 
mainly looking for great returns that they deem better than 
those of private VC investors, thanks to a superior knowl-
edge of markets and technologies.

The other important characteristic that defines a CVC unit’s 
operations is the degree to which the invested companies are 
linked to the investor company’s resources and processes.

Given these four dimensions, Chesbrough plotted a map with 
four quadrants to serve as a guide to companies seeking to 
make investments through a Corporate Venture Capital 
unit. (Figure 5)

The Driving type of CVC investments is characterized by 
strong strategic objectives and tight links between the invested 
company and the operations of the investing company. This type 
of investment supports the current corporate strategy but does not 
help it to pursue disruptive technologies.

DRIVING
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DRIVING EMERGENT

ENABLING PASSIVE

CVC investments
objective

Link to operational
capability

strategic

tight

loose

�nancial

Figure 5 |  
Mapping Your 
Corporate VC 
Investments. Source: 
The European House - 
Ambrosetti elaboration 
on Harvard Business 
Review, 2018
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The Enabling type, characterized by a high strategic objective 
but by a loose link between the operational capability and the in-
vested company, aims at developing and stimulating the corpo-
rate ecosystem.

The Emergent type of investment, aims at gaining a short-
term financial advantage, while maintaining the objective of 
achieving a strategic return as well.

The Passive type of CVC investments, is aimed solely at pro-
viding the highest financial returns for the company and it rarely 
provides any strategic return.

The Corporate Venture Capital global 
landscape and the Italian positioning

The origins of Corporate Venture Capital can be traced back to 
the early 20th century in the United States when the chemical and 
plastics manufacturer DuPont invested in an automobile startup 
named General Motors. Since then, CVC has lived through four 
waves of development, each characterized by different models 
and technological developments: 1960-1977, 1978-1994, 1995-
2001, 2002-present.

The fourth, and currently last observable wave of CVC, is the 
one we are living in today, which was dubbed “the unicorn era” 
or “the golden age of CVC”, which saw Corporate Venturing 
growing to unprecedented volumes. In its first year, supposedly 
2002, there had been 200 deals globally that involved CVC, worth 
a total of $3.5 billion. In 2017, the number of global deals was 
1,791, which accounted for a grand total of $31.2 billion. CVC 
deals as a percentage of total VC deals represented the 16% of the 
market in 2013 and are now 20% of the total. It has been predict-
ed that they would grow to 35% by 20255. (Figure 6)

5  Source: Telstra Ventures, “Strategic Growth Investing - The next evolution 
of Corporate Venture Capital”, 2016.

5  

TR_2018.indb   18 16/05/18   16:36



© The European House – Ambrosetti

19

Executive Summary

The year 2017 saw a surge of new CVC investors (186) a 66% 
growth over 2016, for a total of 546 active CVC investors6. Today, 
75 of the Fortune 100 are active in corporate venturing, and 41 
have a dedicated CVC team7. Among the top 10 most active CVCs 
globally in 2017, 6 were from the United States and 4 from Asia.

Corporate Venture Capital was born in the USA, which today is 
still the main source for number of deals globally. Besides North 
America, which in 2017 accounted for 49% of the global deal 
share, the other regions where CVC has been growing are Asia 
with 29%, and Europe with 20%; the rest of the world combined 
has a small 2%8. In the past two to three years North America’s 
CVCs have been losing ground (-15%) to their Asian and Euro-
pean counterparts. In fact, in Q4 2017, Asia nearly overtook the 
North American deal share, as the year ended with a close 38% vs. 
40% in favor of the Western powerhouse.

In the US, CVCs participated in 847 completed financings 
worth a record amount of $18.7 billion last year and, out of 
these, $11.8 billion came from California alone. In total, Corporate 
Venture investors participated in rounds that amounted to 44% 
of all venture deal value9. The main Asian players in Corporate 
Venture Capital activity are Japan, and China, which have in-
vested respectively $2.5 billion10 and $6 billion11 in 2017, with 

6  Source: CB Insights, “Global CVC in 2017”, 2018.
7  Source: Forbes, “Corporate VC is on the Rise: Here's What to Know”, 2017.
8  Source: CB Insights, “Global CVC in 2017”, 2018.
9  Source: Pitchbook - NVCA, “Venture Monitor 4Q 2017”, 2018.
10  Source: Nikkei Asian Review, “Innovation-hungry Japanese companies in-
vesting directly in startups”, 2018.
11  Source: CB Insights, “Global CVC in 2017”, 2018.
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special mentions for South Korea and India ($436 million). The 
other important player in global CVC deals share is Europe with 
a 20% share of the total amount. In 2017 in the European re-
gion (including Israel), Corporate Venture Capital funds invest-
ed a total of $2,691 million in 179 rounds, with the United 
Kingdom leading the pack with $1,036 million invested in 44 
deals, followed by Israel with $677 million in 37 deals, then 
France ($268 million in 27 deals), Germany ($194 million 
in 20 deals) and the Nordic region ($110 million in 12 deals).

The Italian context is still in a growth phase as far as the CVC 
is concerned. 

In Italy there are only few big corporates that have created an 
actual Corporate Venture Capital unit, others have destined funds 
for investing in startups or to create strategic collaborations with 
young and promising companies, but not always through a struc-
tured investment vehicle. Among these players are: Enel, Banca Sel-
la, Eni, Edison, Gruppo CLN, Intesa Sanpaolo with Neva Finven-
tures, Poste Italiane, TIM with TIM Ventures, Leonardo, Mediaset 
with Ad4Venture, Chiesi with Chiesi Ventures, Gala with Gala Lab, 
RCS with RCS Nest, Gruppo Espresso with REinventures, Unicredit 
with Unicredit Evo, Barilla with Blu1877, and Zambon with ZCube.

In 2017, AIFI12 monitored 21 Italian corporates and calcu-
lated that they invested a total of €60 million in Corporate 
Venture Capital deals and in Venture Capital co-investment 
deals. Although €60 million is a really low amount of investments 
if compared to other countries both in Europe and around the 
world, it represents a significant share (29%) of the total invest-
ments in startups in Italy throughout 2017 (€208 million13).

The underdeveloped Corporate Venture Capital in Italy is thus 
part of a larger problem. The startup ecosystem is small - and 
smaller than that of other comparable European countries, - due 
in part to deficits in the technological infrastructures and to a cul-
tural backwardness in the way companies think about innovation 
and entrepreneurship. 

12  AIFI is the Italian association of Private Equity, Venture Capital and Private 
Debt.
13  Source: AIFI, “Rapporto di ricerca Venture Capital Monitor - VeMTM”, 
2018
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The shift from a Western-centric  
world to multilateralism

The global competitive landscape is shifting from a West-cen-
tric to a multilateral world, with an increasing economic and stra-
tegic influence of Asian actors, including the field of innovation 
and technology. 

In this scenario, China is affirming itself as a superpower, capable 
of developing top global companies and fostering high demanding 
technological programs. This is accompanied by a decreasing com-
mitment of the United States, that are gradually reducing efforts 
on research and innovation adopting a protectionist approach. 

Data on the world economy show that the gap between the Chi-
na and US is gradually decreasing: in 2000, the US economy ac-
counted for 31% of the world economy, while the Chinese economy 
was 4%, today the US fell to 25% and China rose to 15%. (Figure 7)

China has never known a moment like this, in which the search 
for a greater role in the global puzzle coincides with the search for 
a minor role played by Washington.

Nevertheless, positive signals are also coming from Europe, 
that recognizes the strategic importance of the development of 
an ecosystem based on research, innovation and technology (al-
though, on average, its performances are lower than USA and Chi-
na). Can Europe compete with China and USA in the near future?   
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Global innovative and technological 
dynamics

Today, technology changes are coming faster than ever, involv-
ing all the aspects of everyday life. In a global landscape domi-
nated by continuing innovative discoveries and transformations, 
technology is giving countries the opportunity to weave them-
selves into the future. 

Focusing the analysis on the companies that become “uni-
corns” (companies with a valuation of $1 billion or more) in 
2017, it is possible to note that the highest number of startups 
that overpassed 1-billion-dollar valuation in 2017 were in USA, 
while considering the market value of these companies, among 
the top 10, 7 are Chinese. The startup that had the highest mar-
ket value in 2017, being able to reach $20 billion, is Toutiao, a 
top news aggregator service that use algorithms to create content.

The strong technology activity that is sustaining Asia’s revolu-
tion is also demonstrated by the sharp increase in patent appli-
cation in the last ten years. China is now the first country in the 
world for patent application, followed by US and Japan. 

Another important indication of the technological worldwide 
development is related to ICT and, in particular, to the perfor-
mance in the development of supercomputers, defined as 
computers with a high level of performance compared to tradi-
tional computers and that can process large amounts of data. Chi-
na has a share of 40% of the top 500 supercomputers in the world, 
followed by the US and Europe. (Figure 8)

7  
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The technological strength of countries is also highlighted by 
the number of citations in scientific publications. In the 
last ten years the predominance of the United States remained 
stable while, at the same time, there has been an important in-
crease in Chinese research: China passed from seventh position 
in 2006 to the second in the 2016 ranking. In this field it is also 
interesting to observe how strong is the quality of Italian re-
search, capable of competing with the world’s largest players. 

The excellence in technology of the European Union is reflect-
ed in the high-tech exports, in which EU is definitely stronger 
than the rest of the world and this leadership is sustained by a 
positive growth trend, that cannot be observed in China and USA. 
It is interesting to see how the position of China and USA has 
changed in the last 20 years in high-tech exports: while Ameri-
cans exported more than China until 2004, since then China has 
maintained its growth trend started in the 90s, while the United 
States have gradually lost power.   

China as a technology hub

Chinese market has been notoriously closed for Americas tech 
giants to break into, and as a result, domestic firms have grown 
exponentially in the last decade. As the world is used to speak 
about GAFA companies (Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon) that 
dominate the world tech scenario, a new empire is affirming: 
BATX (Baidu, Alibaba, Tencent, Xiaomi), composed by the 
four Chinese giants.

China has been known as the world’s factory for a long time 
and consumers all over the world are used to identify Chinese 
manufacturing with the term Made in China, that acquired nega-
tive connotations. Therefore, China’s manufacturing sector needs 
a push to take it to the next level, starting to be identified as a 
manufacturing world leader.

In order to reach this goal, China is now committed in the real-
ization of the “Made in China 2025” plan, drafted by the Min-
istry of Industry and Information Technology (MIIT), with input 
from 150 experts from the China Academy of Engineering, ded-
icated to the development of a new era of China manufacturing.

8  
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As mentioned before, China holds numerous technological 
achievements, which make the country a global technology hub. 

The new role of innovation leader for China is not only the re-
sult of years of restriction policies, but also the effect of a new 
ambition: to become the superpower in science and tech-
nology. 

In August 2016, the 13th Five-Year National Science and Tech-
nology Innovation Plan clearly affirmed this ambition, mak-
ing China at the center of international scientific development, 
launching science and technology innovation megaprojects, that 
included big data, intelligent manufacturing, artificial intelli-
gence and robotics.

Several technological changes are underpinning China’s 
growth, determining the frontiers where global competitiveness 
for innovation is going to be played. 

Technologies such as Robotics, Artificial Intelligence and 
Quantum Computing are strategic for the innovation of many 
economic and industrial sectors and should be at the top of the 
agenda for all the countries that want to play a role in the future 
economic landscape. (Figure 9)

China has already started working towards this direction, in-
vesting a significant amount of resources and developing specific 
tech programs. 
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Europe: what’s hot?

As many of the data previously shown demonstrate, Europe’s 
performances in the international innovative and technological 
landscape are weak, being often behind United States and China. 

Nevertheless, some positive signals of commitment are coming 
by the European Countries and the European Commission itself. 

In order to strengthen Europe’s role in the technological revo-
lution now under way, the European Commission, realized Hori-
zon 2020, the biggest research and innovation plan that Europe 
has ever made, based on numerous line of intervention, though 3 
Pillars and 6 cross-cutting initiatives, for a total investment of 
€80 billion. (Figure 10)

In support to the European innovative strategy, in May 2016, 
the European Quantum Community published the Quantum 
Manifesto, promoted by over 3.500 scientists, research institu-
tions and companies, with the main goal to support the impor-
tance of Quantum Technologies. The European Commission then 
announced the €1 billion program dedicated to Quantum 
Technology.
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In the European landscape the strongest plan for innovation 
promoted by a European country is the one developed in France 
under the support of President Emmanuel Macron: with the aim 
to make France a “startup nation”, Macron set up a €10 billion 
fund, that will be managed by the French public investment bank 
Bpifrance.

The agenda for the Italian innovation 
ecosystem

In order to compete in the international landscape, Italy has 
to be at the frontier of innovation and technology. Despite 
important measures have been launched during the last years, 
much more effort is needed to reach this objective. 

As part of the work done during the last year within the activ-
ities of the Innovation and Technology Community by The Eu-
ropean House - Ambrosetti, some strategic guidelines have been 
identified: 
1. Create a permanent observatory for the Italian Corporate 

Venture Capital ecosystem.
2. Stimulate the creation of an Italian Corporate Venture  

Capital fund with multiple Italian corporates involved.
3. Take actions to improve the internationalization of the 

Italian innovation ecosystem.
4. Appoint a national Chief Technology Officer at the govern-

ment level.
5. Elaborate a strategic plan for Artificial Intelligence in Italy.
6. Develop a long-time strategy on China, starting from the 

opportunities offered by “One Belt, One Road”. 
(Figure 11)
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CORPORATE VENTURE CAPITAL TECHNOLOGICAL COMPETITIVENESS

Empower the technological and innovative competitiveness of Italy in the international scenario 

The strategic guidelines of the Technology Forum 2018 

GUIDELINE 1: CREATE A PERMANENT OBSERVATORY FOR 
THE ITALIAN CORPORATE VENTURE CAPITAL ECOSYSTEM

GUIDELINE 2: STIMULATE THE CREATION OF AN ITALIAN 
CORPORATE VENTURE CAPITAL FUND WITH MULTIPLE 
ITALIAN CORPORATES INVOLVED

GUIDELINE 3: TAKE ACTIONS TO FOSTER THE 
INTERNATIONALIZATION OF THE ITALIAN INNOVATION 
ECOSYSTEM

GUIDELINE 4: APPOINT A NATIONAL CHIEF TECHNOLOGY 
OFFICER AT THE GOVERNMENT LEVEL

GUIDELINE 5: ELABORATE A STRATEGIC PLAN FOR 
ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE IN ITALY

GUIDELINE 6: DEVELOP A LONG-TIME STRATEGY ON 
CHINA, STARTING FROM THE OPPORTUNITIES OFFERED 
BY “ONE BELT, ONE ROAD”
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The members of the “Innovation and 
Technology” Community and the other 

protagonists of the project

“We must understand that to be the ones who will build 
Italy’s future, we cannot be selfish and closed: we need to be 
open and collaborative.”

Sergio Mattarella

This Report summarizes and systematizes the guidelines, re-
flections and results of the Innovation and Technology Commu-
nity (“InnoTech”) of the Ambrosetti Club during the 2017/2018 
period.

The InnoTech Community was founded in 2011 with the aim of 
contributing to create an effective and competitive ecosystem of 
innovation in Italy.

Every year, the Community plans a course of studies and 
events, also integrated by in-depth meetings with leading figures 
on the Italian and international innovation scene. These meet-
ings involve the participation of key entrepreneurs, experts and 
opinion leaders, and have the aim of studying priority issues in 
the field of Innovation and Technology, thus creating moments of 
dialogue and of exchange of knowledge and experiences, and also 
elaborating proactive insights to bring to the attention of national 
decision makers.

The Technology Forum is the culminating moment of the Com-
munity’s path and every year it brings together - at the highest 
levels - the various protagonists of the innovation ecosystem: re-
search, business, finance and institutions.

During this past seventh year of activities of the InnoTech 
Community (2017/2018), we have had the pleasure of witnessing 
the participation of the top executives of:
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012factory 
3M New Ventures
ABB
AbbVie
Academica Life Science
Adecco
Agenzia Digitale per l’Italia (AgID)
Agos Ducato
Agrati Group
AIFI 
Alessi
Alexion Pharma Italy
Amadeus Italia
Amgen
Arthur D. Little
Assobiotec
Associazione Banche Private Italiane

(Pri.Banks)
Associazione Italiana Leasing

(ASSILEA)
Associazione Italiana per il Factoring

(ASSIFACT)
Associazione italiana per l’Information

Technology (Assinform)
AssoFintech
ASTER
Athonet
AurorA-TT
Axieme
Azienda Ospedaliera di Rilievo

Nazionale “Antonio Cardarelli”
Banca Cesare Ponti 
Banca d’Italia
Banca Farmafactoring
Banca Finint
Banca IFIS
Banca Mediocredito del Friuli 

Venezia Giulia
Banca Monte dei Paschi di Siena
Banca Sistema
Banco Desio
Barabino & Partners
Bcademy

Bio4Dreams
Biocam
BioGeM (Biologia e genetica

molecolare)
Biostella
BNL POSitivity
BNP Paribas
Bpifrance Investissement
BrikBit Digital Shares
British Consulate General Milan
Carrefour
Cedacri
Cefriel
Celgene
Cellectis S.A.
Center for Advanced Biomaterials 

for Healthcare@CRIB
Centro di Biologia Integrata (CIBIO)
Centro Studi Militari Aeronautici

(CESMA)
Circle
Cisco Systems Italy
Citi
Citrix Systems Italy
Città della Scienza
Cluster Lombardo Scienze della Vita 
Cluster Tecnologico Nazionale

“Trasporti Italia 2020”
Cluster Tecnologico Nazionale

Scienze della Vita (ALISEI)
Coface
Confartigianato
Conferenza Rettori delle Università

Italiane (CRUI)
Consob
Convergenze
Credem
CyberSpark
Dedagroup
Demethra Biotech
DiaSorin
Digital Magics
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Distretto Tecnologico Campania
Bioscience

Dompé
École polytechnique fédérale 

de Lausanne (EPFL)
eHealthNet
Electro Power Systems
EMME CAPITAL
ENEL
Equinix
Ericsson Telecomunicazioni 
Essentia Advisory
Euronext
European Biomedical Research

Institute of Salerno (EBRIS)
European Investment Fund
Eustema
Exceet Card Group Italia
FCA
FCA Bank Italy
Ferrovie dello Stato Italiane
Fieldfisher
Fineurop Soditic
FinLeap Italy
Fondazione Bruno Kessler
Fondazione Cariplo
Fondazione IRCCS Ca’ Granda

Ospedale Maggiore Policlinico
Fondazione Telethon
Fratelli Cosulich
FXCM Italia
Genenta Science
Genextra
Genomix4Life
Greenrail Group 
Growish
Gruppo MutuiOnline
HAT Orizzonte SGR
Hibot
Housers
IBM Italia
inbitcoin

InfoCert
Ingegneria dei Materiali polimerici 

e compositi e STrutture (IMAST)
Intesa Sanpaolo
InvestFT
Istituto di Biostrutture e Bioimaging

(IBB) del Consiglio Nazionale delle
Ricerche (CNR) 

Istituto di Scienze Applicate e Sistemi
Intelligenti (ISASI) del Consiglio
Nazionale delle Ricerche (CNR)

Istituto Italiano di Tecnologia (IIT)
Istituto Nazionale Tumori “Fondazione 
Pascale”
ITAS Assicurazioni
Jarvis
Kuwait Petroleum Italia
Leonardo Finmeccanica
Links MT
M.E.P. Macchine Elettroniche 
Piegatrici
Magnaghi Aeronautica
Marketing Arena
MDOTM
Mediobanca
Metoda Finance
Microsoft
MIND Informatica
Ministero dell’Istruzione, 
dell’Università e della Ricerca
Ministero dell’Economia e delle 
Finanze
Ministero della Salute
Ministero dello Sviluppo Economico
modeFinance
MolMed
N26
NCNbio
Neosurance
NicOx
Nissan Italia
Novartis 
Olimpia Agency
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Omniadoc 
Open Bank Project | TESOBE
Oracle Italia
Orrick
Ospedale San Raffaele
OurCrowd
Oval Money
Pandora-Idea
Pfizer
Pied Piper
Pirelli
Politecnico di Milano
Portolano Cavallo 
Poste Italiane
Principia SGR
Regione Campania
Regione Lombardia
Reply
Revolut
Rottapharm Biotech
Salesforce.com
Sanofi Genzyme
Scuola Superiore Sant’Anna
SDA Bocconi
SDN Istituto Diagnostica 

e Nucleare, IRCCS
Seconda Università degli Studi 

di Napoli
Servizi Assicurativi del Commercio 
Estero (SACE)
Shire
SIA
Siemens

Sirti
SOLIANI EMC
Sparkasse
Spitch
Sviluppo Campania
Sviluppo Tecnologie e Ricerca per

un’Edilizia sismicamente Sicura ed 
ecoSostenibile (STRESS)

Takeda
Telethon Institute of Genetics 

and Medicine (TIGEM)
Telnext
The Methodist Hospital Research 
Institute 
TTFactor
TTVenture
UBS Europe
UCIMU-SISTEMI PER PRODURRE
UniCredit
Union Chimique Belge (UCB)
Università degli Studi del Sannio
Università degli Studi di Napoli

Federico II
Università degli Studi di Salerno
UVET American Express Global 
Business Travel
Valutrans
Walliance
Warrant Group
WeAreStarting
Wise

The European House - Ambrosetti’s Working Group that coordinates the activi-
ties of the InnoTech Community and the drafting of this Report is composed of: 
Alessandro Braga, Benedetta Brioschi, Valerio De Molli, Federico Jarach, Paola 
Pedretti, Vera Scuderi, Erika Zorzetto.

TR_2018.indb   32 16/05/18   16:36



© The European House – Ambrosetti

33

Introduction

The Community: mission and  
operational logics

The Innovation and Technology Community was founded in 
2011 within the Ambrosetti Club. The Club, established in 1999, 
brings together the top managers of national and multinational 
groups and organizations operating in Italy - today over 350 - and 
pursues two main goals:

1. To contribute concretely to the civil and economic progress 
of our country.

2. To contribute to the excellence and to the improvement of 
the Institutions and of the companies rooted in it.

The Ambrosetti Club, following the signs of Italy’s competitive 
weakness, has embarked for some years on a path of reflection on 
the country’s system with the aim of:

• Interpret, from a strategic perspective, the structural ele-
ments that characterize the contemporary world.

• Study these elements in the Italian context to understand 
the factors that slow down the country’s growth.

• Propose actions and corrective measures to increase the 
level of attractiveness and national development.

In this context, the Innovation and Technology Community 
was set up with the aim of supporting Italy’s action in one of the 
most important “work sites” today for competitiveness: the inno-
vation system.

The promotion of innovative ability, as an activity to construct 
a reference ecosystem - rules, tools, functioning mechanisms, cul-
ture - within which the value of the research activity can be facil-
itated (or not), is today one of the pillars of the attractiveness, ef-
ficiency and development strategies of the most dynamic national 
economic-productive and institutional systems.
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The Community is an open system that gathers the contribu-
tions of multiple public and private actors of the country, giving 
voice to concrete experiences, sharing solutions and approaches 
and sharing areas and methods of intervention in a positive and 
constructive spirit.

The cornerstones of its activity are:
1. Pragmatically discuss the relevant aspects of innovation as 

a growth factor.
2. Explore opportunities for businesses arising from innova-

tion and its transfer.
3. Share the most significant experiences.
4. Deepen the knowledge of the most current innovations and 

technologies.
5. Communicate the reflections to the country to stimulate 

debate and action.

The 2017/ 2018 milestones

In light of these considerations, the Community, in its seventh 
year of works, has dedicated the in-depth meetings to the follow-
ing topics:
• Open Innovation
• Corporate Venture Capital
• Cybersecurity
• Artificial Intelligence
• Robotics
• The rise of the Asian innovation ecosystem
• Technology Transfer  

(Figure 1)

The mission of the Innovation and Technology Community, in line with 
the goals of the Ambrosetti Club is:

“To strengthen the dialogue and relations between the indus-
trial, scientific-technological, financial and institutional com-
munities, to promote growth opportunities and a culture of dif-
fused innovation”.
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Furthermore, during the past year, along with our partners 
Banca IFIS, Banca Finint and Microsoft Italia we have started 
the FinTechnology project, a path of in-depth meetings and a fi-
nal event to explore the Italian Fintech scenario and connect the 
most important national stakeholders, to further improve Italy’s 
market positioning on a European and global scale.

On top of the FinTechnology Forum the InnoTech Communi-
ty went on with the other two verticals: Technology Forum Life 
Sciences, this year in its fourth edition, and Technology Forum 
Campania, this year in its second edition. (Figure 2)

Figure 1 |  
The InnoTech 
Community meetings  
in 2017/2018

February 1st, 2018
The innovation 
challenge for large 
corporates: Enel

April 4th, 2018
Cybersecurity and its 
rami�cations for people 
and companies

June 26th, 2018
AI and Robotics: the future 
of interactions between 
humans and machines

February 26th, 2018
Meeting with Diego 
Piacentini, Government 
Commissioner for the 
Digital Agenda

May 25th, 2018
Technology Forum 
VII Edition

Fall, 2018
Innovation Trip: 
Israel, the Start-up 
Nation
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The main topics of the Technology Forum 2018 are three:
• The Coming Multilateral World
• Open Innovation and Corporate Venture Capital
• Artificial Intelligence and Robotics

In addition to the in-depth meetings, the work methodology 
adopted in the 2017/2018 program includes a series of interviews 
aimed at examining the meaningful themes related to this year’s 
main topics.

The interviews involve entrepreneurs, experts and observers 
from the world of innovation, whom we sincerely thank for the 
time spent and for the contributions offered.

The Community, since its establishment, has decided to develop 
every year a set of strategic guidelines to improve Italy’s ecosys-
tem of innovation and research. This year was no different and the 
guidelines related to the 2017/2018 themes can be found at the end 
of each chapter and summarized in Chapter 4 of this Report.

The InnoTech Community, therefore, ultimately intends to 
give an active and constructive contribution to the debate for the 
improvement of Italy’s innovative and competitive ability.

Figure 2 |  
The InnoTech 
Community vertical 
meetings in 2017/2018

FinTechnology Forum

October 11th, 2017
1st Meeting

The Digital Transformation 
of the Financial Sector 

January 18th, 2018
2nd Meeting

Regulation in Fintech

February 28th, 2018
3rd Meeting

Open Innovation to Build 
the Future

April 12th, 2018
1st Edition

FinTechnology Forum

April 4th, 2018
1st Meeting

Mapping Financial 
Resources of the Italian 

Life Sciences

March 29th, 2018
1st Meeting

Regione Campania's Excellence 
in Life Sciences

May 11th, 2018
2nd Meeting

Progress Report of the Innovation and 
Research Ecosystem in Regione Campania

June 22th, 2018
2nd Edition

Technology Forum 
Campania

June 15th,2018
2nd Meeting

Investments Attraction 
in Life Sciences

July 16th, 2018
3rd Meeting

The Technology Transfer 
Competence Center Project

September 26th, 2018
4th Edition

Technology Forum 
Life Sciences

Technology Forum Life Sciences

Technology Forum Campania
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The structure of the Report

This Report gathers the knowledge and reflections that have 
been discussed within the Community.

The document is structured as summarized below.

Preface 

Executive Summary  

Introduction 

The goal of this chapter is to explain the focus and the objec-
tives of the InnoTech Community, detail the work of 2017/2018 
edition, present those who helped us to collect all the necessary 
information and to explain our methodology.

Chapter 1. The state of the art of the Italian in-
novation ecosystem: the advancements and the 
main policies implemented in Italy during the 
last year 

The first chapter presents an update of the national innovation 
context, taking into account what has been done by the Italian 
Government and the main events that took place in the ecosystem 
during the last year.

Chapter 2. Open Innovation and Corporate Ven-
ture Capital in the international landscape

The second chapter aims at providing a snapshot of the phe-
nomena of Open Innovation and Corporate Venture Capital, and 
their contextualization in the international landscape, with a fo-
cus on North America, Asia and Europe. The chapter also tries to 
analyze the reasons why the Italian ecosystem is so underdevel-
oped and gives guidelines to improve the situation. 
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Chapter 3. The coming multilateral world: the 
rising role of Asian countries in the innovative 
global ecosystem

The global competitive landscape is shifting from a West-cen-
tric to a multilateral world, with an increasing economic and stra-
tegic influence of Asian actors, especially in the field of innovation 
and technology. Chapter 3 analyses these dynamics, examining 
cases of excellence and the new rising trends, focusing in particu-
lar on China’s ecosystem of innovation. 

Chapter 4. The Agenda for the Italian innovation 
ecosystem

The fourth chapter presents a summary of the recommenda-
tions of the InnoTech Community for fostering the development 
of the Italian innovation ecosystem. 

Bibliography
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National initiatives for research  
and innovation 

Innovation is a national priority that requires specific strate-
gies aimed at the empowerment and development of the innova-
tive ecosystem of the country.

In Italy, the most important programs sustaining research and 
innovation are the National Operational Program on Re-
search and Innovation 2014-2020 and the National Re-
search Program 2015-2020.

1.1.1 National Operational Program on Re-
search and Innovation 2014-2020

The National Operational Program on Research and Innova-
tion 2014-2020 (NOP R&I 2014-2020), developed by the Italian 
government as part of the implementation of the Cohesion Policy 
of the European Union, is one of the most important programs 
dedicated to research and innovation in Italy. It has been devel-
oped with the primary goal of strengthening the national eco-
nomic and social cohesion and reducing the lack of investment in 
research and innovation in Southern Italy.

It is managed by the Ministry of Education, Universities and 
Research and entirely addressed to the regions with priority need 
for support (Campania, Puglia, Basilicata, Calabria, Sicily, Abruz-
zo, Molise and Sardinia).

The total amount of resources dedicated to the NOP R&I 2014-
2020 is equal to €1.2 billion, mostly coming from the European 
Structural and Investment Funds1, and it is allocated on two main 
areas of interventions:

1  €926 million coming from the European Structural and Investment Funds 
and €360 million from a national co-investment. 

• Human capital: investments in education and training. 
• Thematic projects: strengthen of research, innovation 

and technological development. 
(Figure 1.1)

1.1  
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Among all the initiatives undertaken within the NOP R&I 2014-
2020 in the last years, it is worth noting some recent actions: 

2  €286 million from resources of the NOP Research and Innovation (The-
matic projects – Enhancement of research infrastructures) and €40 million from 
the European Structural and Investment Funds.
3  The notice focuses on the research infrastructures identified as priority in 
the National Program for Research Infrastructures (NPRI) 2014-2020 and that 
meet the criteria and scope of the European Strategy Forum on Research Infra-
structures (ESFRI), the European body responsible for developing a coherent 
strategy for the development of research infrastructures in Europe.

• Public notice for the enhancement of research 
infrastructures (February 28th, 2018). This notice makes 
€326 million2 available, mainly dedicated to Central and 
Southern Italian regions, with a part of the resources - not 
exceeding 15% - that can also be used in the North, with the 
aim to develop and improve national research infrastruc-
tures.  Funding is provided t0 projects that can demon-
strate to be able to self-support in the medium and long 
term and to generate positive external impact. Projects can 
be submitted from April 5th to June 15th, 2018 by Public Re-
search Bodies and public Universities linked to the research 
infrastructures eligible for the fund and can obtain non-re-
payable grants on a competitive basis, with a maximum of 
€20 million for each project.3 

• Public notice for the mobility and attraction of 
researchers (February 27th, 2018). Within the first line of 
interventions of the NOP R&I 2014-2020 - Human Capital 
- the Ministry of Education, Universities and Research has 
recently placed €110 million with the intention to promote 

Figure 1.1 |  
Lines of intervention 
of the National 
Operational Program 
on Research and 
Innovation. Source: 
The European House - 
Ambrosetti elaboration 
on Ministry of 
Education, Universities 
and Research data, 
2018

1. HUMAN CAPITAL 283

2. THEMATIC PROJECTS 952

Creation of Innovative Doctoral Programs (IPD)
Attraction of senior researchers

114
86

Development of measures to promote researchers mobility 83

Enhancement of research infrastructures 286
Support to national technological clusters 327

Development of research projects on Key Enabling Technologies 
(Industrial Biotech, Photonics, Advanced Materials, Micro/Nanoelectronics,
Nanotechnologies, Advanced Manufacturing Systems)
 

339

TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE 51

Budget
(Million Euros)  
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the mobility and attraction of researchers. These resources 
are provided on two lines of intervention: 
• Line 1 - Researchers mobility: promotion of the 

contracting as researcher of PhDs that obtained the 
title for less than four years, to be addressed to inter-
national mobility. 

• Line 2 - Researchers attraction: promotion of 
the contracting as researcher for PhDs that obtained 
the title for less than eight years, currently working 
outside the target regions of the NOP Research and 
Innovation and having at least two years of experience 
in other universities, research centres or companies 
operating abroad. 

Applications are open between April 23rd and May 31st, 
2018.

• Public notice for the provision of funding related 
to the Fund of Funds established as part of the 
NOP Research and Innovation 2014-2020 (February 
22nd, 2018). On December 15th 2016, the European Invest-
ment Bank (EIB) and the Italian Ministry of Education, 
Universities and Research signed a Financing Agreement 
that declared the creation of a Fund of Funds, that would 
have been managed by the EIB with a financial contri-
bution from the NOP R&I 2014-2020, with the aim to 
increase investment in research and innovation by pro-
viding adequate financial instruments. The public notice 
published on February 2018 defined procedures and details 
for the presentation of the applications, that is open until 
December 31st, 2020, except for the complete employment 
of all the resources.  
The budget available, equal to €186 million, is invested 
through financial instruments managed by Equiter SpA and 
by Banca del Mezzogiorno-MCC4 that have the responsibili-
ty to invest in industrial research and experimental devel-
opment activities related to the Key Enabling Technolo-
gies5. The implementation of this initiative primarily affects 
the eight target regions of the NOP R&I 2014-2020, but it 
can also involve institutions located outside these regions, 

4  The two operators have been identified by the EIB with public selection 
procedure. 
5  Key Enabling Technologies are a group of six technologies: micro and nano-
electronics, nanotechnology, industrial biotechnology, advanced materials, pho-
tonics and advanced manufacturing technologies. 
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with the only condition that the projects financed have a 
positive impact on the Southern Regions and the amount 
allocated does not exceed 15% of the resources available. 

• Notice for the presentation of industrial research 
projects and experimental development in the 12 
Areas of Specialization identified by the National 
Research Program 2015-2020 (July 11th, 2017)6.  
Through this call the Ministry of Education, University and 
Research has made available €497 million7 for industrial 
research in the 12 Areas of Specialization, with the goal of 
supporting initiatives that have an impact on employment 
and that can attract investments and skills, strengthen the 
competitiveness of companies and exploit the results of 
research and disseminate innovation. (Figure 1.2)

6  For further details about the Smart Specialization Strategy, please refer to 
“L’ecosistema per l’innovazione: quali strade per la crescita delle imprese e del 
Paese”, The European House-Ambrosetti, 2017. 
7  €327 million from the budget of the NOP Research and Innovation and 
€170 million from the European Structural and Investment Funds.

The allocation of the funds is based on two criteria: 
• Geography: allocation of approximately 80% of the total 

budget (€393 million) to the Southern Regions and 
the remaining 20% (€104 million) to the Central and 
Northern Regions. 

• Specialization Areas: the four areas identified as a pri-
ority by the National Research Program 2015-2020 (Agri-
food, Blue Growth, Smart Factory and Health) have a 
bigger allocation of resources, receiving almost €60 million 
each, while for the others have been allocated €20 million 
each. The main objective of this investment is to encourage 

Figure 1.2 |  
The 12 Areas of 
Specialization of the 
National Research 
Program 2015-2020. 
Source: The European 
House - Ambrosetti 
elaboration on 
Ministry of Education, 
Universities and 
Research data, 2018

Aerospace
Smart Factory
Agri-food
Health

PRIORITY AREAS

Smart Communities 

Technologies for Living
Environments 

AREAS IN TRANSITION 

Design, Creativity and Made in Italy 
Green Chemistry 
Cultural Heritage
Blue Growth 

HIGH POTENTIAL AREAS

Energy 

Sustainable Mobility

CONSOLIDATED AREAS
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public-private partnerships and to promote the creation of 
research networks that are coherent with the 12 Special-
ization Areas envisaged by the National Research Program 
2015-2020. 

1.1.2      National Research Program 2015-2020 

At the national level, a specific action program dedicated to re-
search and innovation developed by the Italian government is the 
National Research Program 2015-2020 (NRP 2015-2020), 
identified as the instrument that defines strategies and priorities 
for the national research system.

It was drawn up by the Ministry of Education, University and 
Research with the aim to promote the empowerment of the na-
tional research competitiveness, aligning national policies with 
the European strategic vision and coordinating the action of all 
national actors.

The document identified 6 Intervention Programs, each 
having specific actions and dedicated resources for a total amount 
of €2.4 billion. It also defined 12 priority Specialization Ar-
eas with the aim to prioritize the most promising initiatives in 
applied research. (Figure 1.3)

 
Through the definition of the six Intervention Programs and 

the 12 Specialization Areas, the National Research Program 2015-
2020 wants to achieve the following objectives: 

Figure 1.3 |  
The six Intervention 
Programs of the 
National Research 
Program 2015-2020. 
Source: The European 
House - Ambrosetti 
elaboration on 
Ministry of Education, 
Universities and 
Research data, 2018

Budget
(Million Euros)  

Human Capital 1,020

487

Southern Italy 436

Research Infrastructures 343

Internationalization 107

Quality Spending 35

TOTAL: 2.4 BILLION EUROS

Public-private cooperation and industrial research 
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• Coordination and integration of national initia-
tives with European and global policies. The growing 
relevance of European resources compared to national ones 
and those with competitive access compared to ordinary 
ones, imposes a new paradigm in the definition of national 
planning activities, that includes the European and global 
perspective. 

• Focus on human capital investments. The NRP 2015-
2020 puts human capital at the centre of the strategy with 
the aim of increasing the number of researchers, creating a 
context able to stimulate talents and make them protago-
nists of the transfer of knowledge to society.

• Support to research infrastructures. Great attention 
is put on research infrastructures, seen as a fundamental 
pillar of basic research. For the first time the NRP 2015-
2020 defined an infrastructure evaluation process aligned 
with the European criteria and mechanisms of the Europe-
an Strategy Forum on Research Infrastructures (ESFRI).

• Enhancement of public-private collaboration. 
Public-private collaboration is intended as a structural 
lever for research and innovation. Coherently, the National 
Technological Clusters are recognized as platforms that 
promote the dialogue between university, research centre 
and business8. 

• Sustain the development of Southern Regions. Pri-
ority actions are developed to support research and innova-
tion in this area of   the country, in synergy with the National 
Operational Programs and regional initiatives.

• Spending efficiency. Through the definition of evalua-
tion, monitoring, transparency and administrative process-
es, the NRP 2015-2020 wants to promote a simplification 
of the spending procedures.  

8  National Technology Clusters are networks made up of the major public 
and private entities operating throughout the country and focused on industrial 
research, training and technology transfer. The National Technology Clusters op-
erating in Italy are: Aerospace, Agri-food, Green chemistry, Smart factory, Trans-
port and mobility systems of land and ocean surface, Life Sciences, Technologies 
for living environments, Technologies for Smart Communities.

Among all the initiatives developed in the last years in applica-
tion of the NRP 2015-2020, important actions have been recently 
implemented, through the opening of public calls, such as:
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• Notice for the presentation of “proof of concept” 
projects (March 2nd, 2018). €10 million have been 
allocated by the Ministry of Education, University and 
Research to verify the innovative potential in the industrial 
field of the research projects developed by Professors, PhDs 
students and researchers that have: 
• obtained European, national or regional funding for 

the development of a research project, ended no later 
than the date of publication of this Notice; 

• requested or obtained a patent or other intellectual 
property, at the date of publication of this Notice. 

9  The National Plan was originally named “Industria 4.0”, but it was later 
changed to its current name “Impresa 4.0”.

Through this initiative the Ministry wants to give the opportu-
nity to verify, with the support of public institutions, the innova-
tive potential of ideas and knowledge developed in research proj-
ects (the so-called Proof of Concept).

Then, the Proof of Concept must be realized through the elab-
oration of an industrial research project in the themes of the 12 
Specialization Areas, as continuation of the previous researches 
conducted.

National initiatives for entrepreneur-
ship and industrial innovation

1.2.1    The National Industry 4.0 Plan (Impresa 
4.0)

The “Impresa 4.0” National Plan9 was first introduced by 
Carlo Calenda, Minister of Economic Development during Mat-
teo Renzi’s and Paolo Gentiloni’s Governments, in October 2016, 
and it represents a major opportunity for all companies that are 
ready to take advantage of the unprecedented incentives offered 
by the Fourth Industrial Revolution. The Plan includes a set of 
measures to favor investments for innovation and com-
petitiveness, which were designed so that entrepreneurs and 
companies of any size could get the benefits without the need to 

1.2  
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pass through layers of deep bureaucracy that so often constrains 
innovation. The “Impresa 4.0” Plan concerns all the aspects of the 
life cycle of companies that want to become more competitive: it 
offers support on investments, on the digitalization of pro-
duction processes, on the enhancement of the workers’ pro-
ductivity, on the training of new skills and on the development 
of new products and processes.

The Plan draws from a series of public and private funding and 
resources that include, €13 billion of public investments and 
€24 of private ones to support the measures to incentivize the 
investments in Industry 4.0, €900 million for the investments 
to support the development of new skills (the Digital School 
National Plan, studies in Industry 4.0, the enhancement of Tech-
nological Clusters, and the creation of national Competence 
Centers dedicated to Industry 4.0), and finally, €10 billion of 
public investments with €32 billion of private funding to 
develop the other measures (the Ultrabroadband Plan, the Guar-
antee Fund for SMEs, support for the Made in Italy)10.

The Plan identifies a series of strategic guidelines:
 

10  Source: The European House - Ambrosetti elaboration on data from Minis-
try of Economic Development and Technology Forum Life Sciences 2017, 2018.

• Innovative investments. Acquire and adopt Industry 4.0 
enabling technologies, with a view to increasing expenses in 
research, development and innovation by private companies.

• Skills and research. Favor the creation of new digital 
skills necessary to face new job requirements in Italy, cre-
ating ad hoc training paths (through Universities or other 
aggregate skills centers).

• Awareness and governance. Disseminate and promote 
the use of 4.0 technologies (through dedicated digital chan-
nels) and guarantee a synergistic governance between the 
public and private sectors, with the aim of achieving and 
monitoring key performance indicators (KPI) established, 
in a logic of European and international comparison.

• Enabling infrastructures. Provide the country with 
physical and digital infrastructures to promote internation-
al cooperation and the establishment of an integrated sin-
gle digital network, ensuring data security and protection 
(through promotion initiatives of cybersecurity).
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• Supporting public instruments. Guarantee private 
investments and support large investments on innovation, 
also by strengthening the presence on the international 
markets. (Figure 1.4)

11  Source: Ministry of Economic Development, “National Plan Industry 4.0”, 
2017.

For each guideline, the Government has outlined measures to 
encourage investment, such as Hyper and Super-deprecia-
tion, Tax Credit on R&D activities, and tax deductions in 
favor of Venture Capital and startups. The main measures of the 
National Industry 4.0 Plan11 include:
• Hyper- and Super-depreciation. The Ministry of Eco-

nomic Development has created two instruments to sup-
port and incentivize companies that invest in new capital 
goods, immaterial (software and IT systems) and material, 
instrumental to the technological and digital transforma-
tion of production processes. Specifically, the Hyper-de-
preciation will allow a super evaluation of 250% of in-
vestments in new tangible assets, devices and technologies 
enablers of the Industry 4.0. With Super-depreciation, 
on the other hand, the super evaluation will be 140%.

• Nuova Sabatini. It is a measure to support businesses that 
require bank financing for investments in new capital goods, 
machinery, plants, factory equipment used in production 
processes and investments in digital technologies (hardware 
and software), in the form of interest subsidy that allows 
the companies to access subsidized loans, with a change in 
the interest rate contribution, from 2.75% to 3.57%.

The “Impresa 4.0” 
National Plan

Innovative 
Investments

Skills and 
Research

Awareness 
and 

Governance

Enabling 
Infrastructures

Supporting 
Public 

Instruments

Figure 1.4 |  
The “Impresa 4.0” 
National Plan strategic 
guidelines, 2018
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• R&D Tax Credit. This measure was introduced to stimulate 
private spending in Research and Development to innovate 
processes and products and ensure the future competitiveness 
of companies. It allows for a tax credit of 50% on incre-
mental expenses in R&D, up to a maximum of €20 million 
per year per beneficiary and calculated on a fixed basis given 
by the average of expenses in R&D in the years 2012-2014.

• Patent Box. This measure gives a reduction of IRES 
and IRAP rates on intangible assets up to 50%, to 
make the Italian market more attractive for long-term 
national and international investments, with a facilitated 
taxation on the revenues that are a direct result of the usage 
of intellectual property.

• Investments in startups and innovative SMEs. This 
measure grants tax deductions for Venture Capital 
investments up to 30%, in order to promote the devel-
opment of the national ecosystem of innovative entrepre-
neurship and to spread a new entrepreneurial culture de-
voted to collaboration, innovation and internationalization.

• Competence Centers. Competence Centers are inno-
vation hubs constituted in the form of public-private 
partnership by at least one research organization and one 
or more companies. They have as their purpose the orien-
tation and training of companies (especially SMEs) and the 
implementation of innovation projects, industrial research 
and experimental development in the field of Industry 4.0. 
Benefits are granted in the form of direct expenditure 
contributions in relation to the establishment of a Cen-
ter, to the extent of 50% of the expenses incurred, for 
a total amount not exceeding €7.5 million or in relation 
to projects of innovation, industrial research and experi-
mental development presented by companies, to the extent 
of 50% of the expenses incurred, for a maximum amount 
not exceeding €200,000 per project.

• Technology Transfer Offices. The TTOs carry out 
training and technological consultancy activities, as well as 
the provision of technology transfer services to com-
panies in the areas of operation identified by the Ministry 
of Economic Development, which include Additive Man-
ufacturing, Augmented Reality, Cybersecurity, Internet of 
Things, Cloud, and Big Data Analysis.
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Some of the impacts of the National Industry 4.0 Plan on the 
Italian economy in 2017 have already been analysed. For exam-
ple, the first evidences of the impact of Super-depreciation 
and “Nuova Sabatini” measured so far show how Italy’s do-
mestic orders of machinery, electric and electronic equipment, 
and other categories of equipment have increased by 11% in 
2017 against 201612.

Another evidence that has emerged is how early stage invest-
ments in Italy have increased in the past year (+16.5% 2016 vs. 
2017, from €121 to €141 million13), but, nonetheless, their level is 
still much lower compared to the other main European economies.

12  Source: The European House - Ambrosetti elaboration on Ministry of Eco-
nomic Development and ISTAT data, 2018.
13  Source: Ministry of Economic Development; Bureau van Dijk 2017; Invest 
Europe 2016 Report.

(Figure 1.5)

The role of education in the formation of the future skills

In April 2018, the Politecnico of Turin launched the Master De-
gree in Technology and Industry 4.0, which aims to create a new 
generation of highly skilled specialists in the field of industrial production 
systems of the future. 

The Master, named “Manufacturing 4.0”, will be a 2-year program 
with a total of over 1,100 hours between lessons, laboratories, and work 
experience on the field inside the partnering companies, which will hire the 
students (on average two per company) with an apprenticeship contract.

The program will be able to count on the direct collaboration of 
some of the most important manufacturing companies of the sur-
rounding area, including: Avio Aero, Comau, Inpeco, Magneti Marelli, 
Prima Industrie, SKF and Petronas.

Source: Politecnico di Torino, 2018
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And finally, another effect of the Plan that was recorded is that 
in 2017 the number of companies that benefited from the R&D&I 
Tax Credit increased by +104% compared to 201614.

1.2.2 National Operational Program on Enter-
prises and Competitiveness 

Strictly related to the NOP Research and Innovation and in 
coherence with the Cohesion Policy of the European Union, the 
Italian government developed the National Operational Pro-
gram on Enterprises and Competitiveness (NOP IC).

Initially based on a total budget of €2.3 billion, after the update 
approved on December 2017, it can count now on €3.2 billion15, 
mainly dedicated to the less developed Italian regions and placed 
on four thematic priorities. (Figure 1.6)

14  Source: Ministry of Finance, Survey Unioncamere - InfoCamere, on a sam-
ple of 68,000 firms (24,000 recorded expenditure in R&D), 2017.
15  €2.3 billion from the European Structural and Investment Funds and €937 
million from a national co-investment.
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New calls are expected to be launched in May 2018, based on 
the additional resources of the NOP IC and mainly dedicated to 
Agri-food, Life Sciences and Smart Factory. 

  The Three-Year Plan For ICT In Public 
Administration  2017 - 2019

The Three-Year Plan is the strategic and economic policy 
document that was created to guide the digital transformation of 
the country and to turn into action the Strategic Model for the 
evolution of the public administration information sys-
tem. The Plan was made necessary by the increasing importance 
of new technologies and their use by citizens and businesses alike; 
in this scenario digital innovation and digital transformation be-
come a public investment for a structural reform of the country.

The document defines the guidelines for the development of 
the Plan and it serves as reference for central and local adminis-
trations in the development of their own information systems, by 
setting the architectural principles and the rules of usability and 
interoperability that all the local administrators will have to use 
to adhere to the national standards.

The objective of the Plan is to rationalize the expenditure of ad-
ministrations, improve the quality of services offered to citizens and 
businesses and the tools made available to public administrations.

The Three-Year Plan is valid for one year at a time and will 
be renewed each year in September, to update the objectives and 
steer the guidelines if needed.

Some of the actions that were planned for the period 2017-
2018 are:
• the evolution of the Public Administration (PA) Cloud;
• the rationalization of national data centers; 
• the establishment of Strategic National Hubs; 
• the publication and adaptation of the Guidelines for the 

implementation of public Wi-Fi networks;
• the publication of a list of databases of national interest;
• the integration with the SPID (Public Digital Identity Sys-

tem) in all digital services that require authentication;

1.3  
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• the development of the PagoPA project (to allow digital 
payments in the PA);

• the creation of a catalogue of APIs developed by the PAs, 
and others for a total of 67 proposed actions.

16  Source: Ministry of Economic Development, “Executive Summary of the 
new Italian legislation on innovative startups”, 2016

As the first year of the Plan is coming to an end - the Plan was re-
leased on May 31st, 2017 - the project needs to be completed in the 
next years. According to the governmental website of the Three-
Year Plan, out of the 67 proposed actions, only 3 have been 
completed. The enabling platforms of the SPID and the ANPR 
(National Resident Population Register) have not been widely 
adopted yet, both because there are not many applications avail-
able to the citizens and because the opt-in is still optional.

Nonetheless, much work has already been done by the Gov-
ernment Commissioner for the Digital Agenda, Diego Piacentini, 
and his team to lay down the bases for implementing the rest of 
the actions, who are indeed facing a common problem with Ital-
ian political institutions, that is having to start anew every time 
there is a change in the country’s Government. This is why, as 
the country’s political future looks still uncertain, what has been 
achieved so far is in peril as the new Administration might want a 
fresh start to push its political agenda.

 The Italian government policies to 
attract and retain innovative entrepre-

neurs from all over the world

The Ministry of Economic Development and the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs have also launched other measures to promote 
innovation and make the Italian innovation ecosystem more at-
tractive for both national and foreign investors and talents, by 
enabling an easier access to the Italian innovation ecosystem and 
through facilitations for non-EU citizens.

In 2012 the Ministry of Economic Development released the 
Italian legislation on innovative startups, Italy’s Startups Act16, 
which aimed at creating favorable conditions for the estab-

1.4  
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lishment and the development of innovative enterprises 
in order to contribute significantly to economic growth and em-
ployment, especially youth employment. It also fosters a knowl-
edge spillover in the whole economic fabric and, more specifical-
ly, supports a new Italian production oriented towards high-tech 
and high-skill sectors.

The measures and benefits that Italy’s Startups Act de-
vised in 2012 were17:

17  Source: Ibid, 2018.

• incorporation and following statutory modifications by 
means of a standard model with digital signature;

• cuts to red tape and fees;
• flexible corporate management;
• exemption from the regulations on companies reporting 

systematic losses;
• exemption from regulations on dummy companies;
• exemption from the duty to affix the compliance visa for 

compensation of VAT credit;
• tailor-made labor law;
• flexible remuneration system;
• remuneration through stock options and work for equity 

scheme;
• tax credit for the employment of highly qualified staff;
• tax incentives for corporate and private investments in 

startups made by individuals;
• equity crowdfunding;
• fast-track, simplified and free-of-charge access for inno-

vative startups and certified incubators to the Guarantee 
Fund for SMEs;

• targeted support to the process of internationalization;
• fail-fast procedure.
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In 2014, the Ministry introduced a subsidized financing 
scheme for innovative startups based in Italy, regardless 
their region of operation, with the total financing amounting to 
€200 million, with a Ministerial Decree named Smart&Start. 
Today, the innovative startups registered in Italy are over 
9,00018 (at the end of 2013 they were 1,34419 and at the end of 
2015, 4,82420), while the innovative SMEs are over 75021 and their 
cumulatively expressed production value has exceeded €2 
billion in 201622.

18  Source: startup.registroimprese.it, 2018.
19 Source: Camere di Commercio d’Italia, “Riepilogo sulle startup innovative”, 
2013
20  Source: Camere di Commercio d’Italia, “Riepilogo sulle startup innovative”, 
2015
21  Ibid, 2018.
22  Source: Ministry of Economic Development, 2018.

The Guarantee Fund for SMEs

From September 2013, thanks to the Italian Startups Act, the inno-
vative startups that wish for a bank loan can request the intervention of 
the Guarantee Fund for SMEs (FGPMI) for free, following a simpli-
fied procedure that excludes a creditworthiness assessment further than 
that already carried out by the bank. The guarantee can reach up to €2.5 
million per company and cover up to 80% of each loan granted.

According to the trimestral report of March 31st, 2018, there have been 
1,934 startups that have received a loan guaranteed by the Fund, for a 
total of €667 million and an average loan of around €210,000.

Out of the 3,170 total investments - the number includes startups 
who have requested more than one loan, - 442 loans have been complete-
ly returned, 2,365 are in regular amortization, and only 93 (2.2% of the 
operations) are non-performing loans; a very low incidence of bad 
loans compared to that reported by other newly created companies (2.2% 
against 7.5%).

The Fund has been active for SMEs as well since mid-2016 and since 
then, the total loans granted were of €54.6 million, with an average 
loan of around €310,000.

Source: The European House - Ambrosetti elaboration on data from Ministry of Economic 
Development, 2018.
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With the collaboration of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the 
Ministry of Labour and Social Policies and the Ministry of Inte-
rior, MiSE promoted also a visa policy dedicated to non-EU in-
novative entrepreneurs, as a strategic way to attract in Italy in-
vestment and highly qualified human capital. The Italia Startup 
Visa gives to non-EU innovators who are in their home countries 
and wish to join the Italian startup ecosystem to establish their 
innovative business or to join an existing one as a shareholder, 
a rapid and simplified online mechanism to grant working visas. 
This program saw a total of over 250 applications from more 
than 34 countries, with half of these received in 2017 alone23. 
That same year the Ministry launched the Italia Startup Hub 
initiative for non-EU innovators who are already in Italy and wish 
to prolong their stay to establish an innovative startup, convert-
ing a residency permit into a permit for entrepreneurs in an in-
novative startup.

Finally, in 2016, as part of the “2017 Budget Law”, the Min-
istry introduced the Investor Visa for Italy, a 2-year visa for 
non-EU citizens who choose to invest in strategic assets for Italy’s 
economy and society.

23  Source: Ibid, 2018.
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Open Innovation and Corporate 
Venture Capital

2.1.1 The importance of Open Innovation  
strategies

Before delving into the concepts of Open Innovation and Cor-
porate Venture Capital, it is worth pointing out that “innovating” 
is not just an action, but rather a mindset. For a successful entre-
preneurial bout of innovation, individuals and companies alike, 
must start from the creation of a culture ready to undertake this 
path. While startups are, in a way, the byproduct of this culture, 
large companies often lack the ability to sustain a strategy focused 
on innovation.

Thus, the first step is creating an innovation culture that 
involves all the stakeholders of this process, from the top 
management to the employees. This implies being open to ideas 
from the outside world, being rapid and lean. Processes must be 
streamlined, because innovation cannot survive slow rhythms bur-
dened by bureaucracy. Individuals and companies must be brave 
in experimenting with new ideas, but also fearless of failure, 
which is indeed an integral part of the innovation process. Failure 
is evidence of resourcefulness and a stimulus to resilience.

2.1  

What is Open Innovation?

Henry William Chesbrough, US economist, adjunct Professor and the 
faculty director of the Garwood Center for Corporate Innovation at the 
Haas School of Business at the University of California, Berkeley, is cred-
ited for coining the term Open Innovation. 

In 2003 Chesbrough wrote that “Open Innovation is a paradigm that 
assumes that firms can and should use external ideas as well as internal 
ideas, and internal and external paths to market, as the firms look to 
advance their technology (…)*”. 
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Today, in many industries, the logic that supports an internal-
ly oriented, centralized approach to research and development 
(R&D) has become obsolete. Hence, being open to innovation from 
external sources has become of paramount importance for main-
taining a competitive edge in the rapidly moving modern markets.

This concept of openness is a radical change compared to the 
canonical way of innovating, traditionally closed within the com-
pany’s four walls, in order to protect intellectual property and 
maintain competitive advantage over other companies.

In the last decades though, the world has undergone deep trans-
formations that have led to a change of paradigm. The advent and 
diffusion of the Internet has democratized the world of inno-
vation, making information, once only accessible to a few, just a 
click away from billions of people. 

The entry barriers in many markets have dropped radically 
because they no longer depend solely on the possibility of access-
ing large amounts of capital or technology out of reach for most 
players; this has allowed competition to flourish and markets to 
become more crowded than ever. These changes have frequently 
been too fast to absorb for incumbent companies that, burdened 
by the weight of decades of past activities and infrastructures, often 
perished in favor of more agile companies and rising startups. 

Innovating alone is no longer convenient. There will always be 
someone else, somewhere around the world, who has access to 
brighter minds, larger capitals, or more favorable circumstances. 

In 2006, Chesbrough further developed his definition and gave a new, 
preferred, one:

“Open innovation is the use of purposive inflows and outflows of 
knowledge to accelerate internal innovation, and expand the markets 
for external use of innovation, respectively. [This paradigm] assumes 
that firms can and should use external ideas as well as internal ideas, 
and internal and external paths to market, as they look to advance their 
technology**.”

(*) Source: Henry William Chesbrough, “Open Innovation: The New Imperative”, 2003.
(**) Source: Henry William Chesbrough, “Open Innovation: Researching a New Paradigm”, 
2006.

TR_2018.indb   60 16/05/18   16:36



© The European House – Ambrosetti

61

Chapter 2

However, this must not be a reason to stop innovating: on the con-
trary, it must be an incentive to open up to external collaborations.

It is not just the Internet that has made time exponentially fast-
er than in the past. The cost of transportations, both of people and 
goods, has radically lowered. The concepts of time and space have 
changed, they have flattened out. (Figure 2.1)

Yet, many companies remain anchored to their past and strug-
gle to adapt to these new models. Changing mindset, strategies, 
tools is the biggest challenge for a complex organization, but 
these are obstacles that must be overcome to stay relevant in to-
day’s industries. With the right tools and guidance, innovating is 
not only possible, but beneficial as well. 

2.1.2 The Open Innovation toolkit and Corporate 
Venture Capital

The access to external resources (knowledge, people, compa-
nies, startups, capitals, technological assets) with continuity and 
effectiveness and a network that generates opportunities for in-
novation through collaborations and partnerships, are the basis 
of a successful Open Innovation strategy.

The adoption of this new model presents numerous challenges, 
from the change of organizational culture, to the allocation of the 
first investments in this direction without forgetting the need for 
specific skills, often complex to find on the market or to be inter-
nally trained.

However, breaking down this resistance to change is a challenge 
that must be overcome to position a company on the frontiers of 
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innovation. There are many tools and methodologies that have 
been developed to conquer innovation and gain the best advantag-
es for companies, each unique and tailored to different needs. 

(Figure 2.2)

This chart, which was originally developed for the 2017 report 
elaborated by The European House - Ambrosetti for the 2017 edi-
tion of Technology Forum, maps the course of actions of a compa-
ny that wants to venture in Open Innovation strategies, but that 
does not have the knowledge to decide what is the right path and 
which are the best tools to use. 

The vertical axis, “Innovation Expertise”, measures the de-
gree of familiarity that the company has gained with respect to 
the world of innovation and its specific dynamics.

To determine the positioning of a company along this axis, one 
must take into consideration if any of the following points apply:
• the company currently has or has previously carried out 

partnerships with research centers, universities and busi-
ness incubators/accelerators;

• the company employs experts focused exclusively  
on innovation;

• the company has developed one or more collaborations 
with startups;

• the company is a partner of associations dedicated  
to innovation;

• the company continuously develops and monitors the  
innovation of workflows and products/services;
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crescita delle imprese  
e del Paese”, 2018
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• the company has recently managed particularly relevant 
technological or process changes.

1  Source: The European House - Ambrosetti, “L’ecosistema per l’innovazio-
ne: quali strade per la crescita delle imprese e del Paese”, 2017.

It is particularly important for the company to have specific in-
novation skills in-house with respect to its industry. This guaran-
tees a profitable dialogue with ecosystems that may develop very 
specific dynamics and languages.

The horizontal axis, “Innovation Budget”, suggests the min-
imum capital thresholds to invest in order to undertake specific 
Open Innovation strategies and to exploit the instruments con-
nected to them. There are strategies that have contained thresh-
olds, while others require substantial capital investments.

It should be emphasized that there is no ideal investment 
threshold and, therefore, every company should be assessed ac-
cording to its specific features (reference industry, revenue mod-
el, etc.). However, it is possible to build guidelines to understand 
how a company - depending on its size and the type of sector in 
which it operates - should invest in Open Innovation.

Based on the analysis carried out by The European House - 
Ambrosetti1 on the average investments on Open Innovation 
strategies of small, medium-sized, and large Italian companies, 
the following threshold levels have been determined in relation-
ship with the size of the company as the minimum amount need-
ed in order for an investment to have a meaningful impact on the 
core business of the company. Based on these investments, it is 
also possible to list some recommended activities for companies 
wishing to approach the world of Open Innovation.

• Small businesses: a budget of €25,000 allows to col-
laborate with universities and research centers to initiate 
small technological research projects. With this investment 
it is also possible to build small consulting projects geared 
towards studying the market of interest or supporting new 
business ideas and developing new products.

• Medium-sized companies: with a budget of €100,000, 
a medium-sized company can activate several significant 
initiatives, including scouting for startups, launching Call 
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for Ideas dedicated to the research and the development of 
new projects, collaborating with startups, and launching a 
small Corporate Venture Capital (CVC) fund.

• Large companies: investing €500,000 allows freedom 
of movement for large companies, which can create struc-
tured CVCs, incubate research teams and/or startups, sup-
port their own R&D team outside the company structure 
and even aim at M&A activities.

Based on the positioning along the Open Innovation path 
mapped in Figure 2.2, there can be four different states of 
readiness and aptitude to innovate and for each one there 
are different tools and strategies that are recommended:

Watching (I)

• Call for Ideas. Call for Ideas are versatile tools to gather 
ideas from the outside and insert them into an innovation 
process within the company. A company can develop an 
online platform or organize a Hackathon.

• Crowdsourcing. Crowdsourcing is a tool that uses and 
organizes the support of groups of people from the outside 
to find innovative solutions for the company.

• Crowdfunding. Crowdfunding is the practice of funding a 
project or venture by raising many small amounts of money 
from a large number of people.

• Innovation Scouting. Innovation Scouting is an activity 
based on three phases: the identification of one’s need for 
innovation, the construction of a network of innovation 
brokers (research centers, specialized investors, startup 
incubators), and finally, the structuring of a process to 
intercept useful information on an ongoing basis.

Networking (II)

• Innovation Networks. Innovation Networks can be im-
plemented to widen the corporate vision by building solu-
tions through synergistic partnerships with other subjects. 
These Networks can involve suppliers, customers, research 
centers, Venture Capital funds, incubators and business 
accelerators, or innovation centers of other corporates.

• Innovation Procurements. This tool is useful for 
enhancing the role of suppliers in the innovation process 
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within the company. An open and collaborative platform 
allows the involvement of suppliers in a broader mandate 
that includes the possibility of co-designing new solutions.

• Synergies with Accelerators and/or Business Incu-
bators. Lending a company’s resources and experience to 
an incubator or accelerator is a valuable tool to gain contin-
uous insights on the world of startups and on innovation, 
as well as to improve one’s own business by leveraging on 
more advanced technologies.

Partnering (III)

• Startup(s) Adoption. Startups represent an important 
pool of opportunities for a consolidated company because 
they embody the concept of innovation and often deploy 
lean strategies that corporates could apply to their own sit-
uations. Corporates can share their resources with startups, 
create partnerships with startups making them privileged 
customers or suppliers, or they can invest a small sum in 
the startup in exchange for equity or royalties on propri-
etary technologies.

• Investments or co-investments in Venture Capital 
funds (VC). A company may choose to invest its resources 
in a Venture Capital fund, gaining both possible financial 
returns and strategic insights on the investor’s processes 
thanks to the visibility on the so-called “deal flow” of the 
fund.

Running (IV)

• Corporate Incubator. An incubator aims to support a 
given number of startups each year in their initial phase 
of development, when they have yet to build a successful 
business model, usually in exchange for a small percentage 
(3-5%) of equity. The establishment of a Corporate Incuba-
tor has numerous benefits: the early access to innovation, 
the exposure to the startups’ methodologies, the increased 
attractivity for talents, and the creation of an organizational 
culture devoted to innovation.

• Mergers and Acquisitions (M&A). The acquisition of 
innovative companies is one of the most advanced op-
erations in the Open Innovation toolbox. An acquisition 
though, is the beginning of a process, not its ending; in 
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order to exploit the benefits of innovation brought (or 
bought) from the outside world, the integration between 
the teams and the acquired technologies is a crucial step to 
extract value from the operation.

• Corporate Venture Capital (CVC). One of the ultimate 
tools for companies that have a great innovation expertise 
and high budgets allocated in innovation strategies, is the 
creation of a Corporate Venture Capital fund.  
One can think of Corporate Venture Capital as a branch of 
Venture Capital, where the company is investing directly 
in startups and innovative initiatives, instead of giving the 
money to third-party, specialized, investors (Venture Capi-
talists). A CVC is therefore the structured practice in which 
a large company acquires numerous shares of small inno-
vative companies or startups, to which it can also provide 
support in terms of advice and management, with the aim 
of drawing from this investment a competitive advantage.  
While a Venture Capital fund is driven by financial moti-
vations, with the main goal of a high return of the original 
investment through the sale of companies to third parties 
or through an initial public offering (IPO), a Corporate 
Venture Capital fund is driven also, if not primarily, by 
strategic motivations.

2  Source: CB Insights “The History of CVC: From Exxon And DuPont To Xe-
rox And Microsoft, How Corporates Began Chasing The Future”, 2018.

2.1.3 The history of Corporate Venture Capital

The origins of Corporate Venture Capital

Although the term Corporate Venture Capital gained steam in 
recent years, the origins of this phenomenon can be traced back 
to the beginning of the 20th century in the United States, when 
DuPont, a chemical and plastics manufacturer, invested in a still 
private 6-year-old automobile startup named General Motors2. 
GM’s stock grew by seven times over the course of World War 
I, as wartime needs led to increased demand for automobiles. Du-
Pont invested another $25 million in the company, betting the 
cash injection could speed up GM’s development, which in turn 
would also expand the demand for DuPont’s own goods; in other 
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words, DuPont’s bet on GM blended strategic and financial aims, 
a mixed strategy that would also later come to define more struc-
tured Corporate Venture Capital units.

Since DuPont’s first investment in GM, there have been four 
waves of Corporate Venture Capital activity, which have led 
this phenomenon from its birth in the USA to an expansion first 
in Japan and Europe, and then in the rest of the world. (Figure 2.3)

The first wave of Corporate Venture Capital

The first wave of “conglomerate venture capital” lasted from the 
early ‘60s to the late ‘70s and was characterized by companies that 
wanted to diversify and find new markets and by American indus-
trial conglomerates with plenty of liquidity that they wanted to put 
to productive use. The most successful CVC program of the first 
wave was run by 3M and it led to the creation of Post-it notes. 

The first wave ended because of a mixture of economic, regu-
latory and fiscal reasons. The 1973-75 recession, a period of eco-
nomic stagnation in much of the Western world that put an end 
to the overall Post–World War II economic expansion, caused a 
collapse of the IPO market and consumed the large cash flows 
that had powered the early CVC units. Furthermore, a laxer an-
ti-trust regulation ended the frenetic diversification at the base of 
many Corporate Venturing initiatives and the Tax Reform Acts of 
1969 caused a substantial increase to the capital gains tax, that 
penalized stand-alone Venture Capital firms and CVC units alike.

1960 1977 1978 1994 1995 2001 2002 2015 2017 Years

Global CVC
Financing

WAVE 1 WAVE 2 WAVE 3 WAVE 4

Conglomerate
model thrives

1987 stock
market crash

Internet 
era starts

Unicorns
appear
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Oil shocks

The Internet
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$31.2 billion

Figure 2.3 |  
Timeline of CVC waves. 
Source: The European 
House - Ambrosetti 
elaboration on Tanaka, 
Proux, “Corporate 
Venture Capital - 
Specific features 
and relative analysis 
against independent 
Venture Capital” and 
CB Insights, 2018
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The second wave of Corporate Venture Capital

In 1978, the capital gains tax was significantly reduced and even 
more so in 1980. This, in turn, reinvigurated the private Venture 
Capital sector, which was followed by a new wave of Corporate 
Venture Capital investments, since CVC historically followed the 
lead of its private counterpart. Another significant event that is 
worth noting and that drove the investments of corporates for 
the years to come was the release of the first personal com-
puter. This innovation is what characterized the second wave of 
CVC: during the first wave corporates looked inward for innova-
tion and invested externally, but it was only in this new wave that 
the business community recognized the risk of obsolescence 
and the need for strategies of open engagement.

The incentivization of investments created a positive feedback 
loop; the boom in VC increased the pool of capital available to 
entrepreneurs, which in turn incentivized entrepreneurship. In-
deed, between 1977 and 1982, the amount of money dedicated 
to Venture Capital grew from $2.5 billion to $6.7 billion and 
corporate funds accounted for $1.8 billion of that total3.

The second wave saw for the first time an internationaliza-
tion of CVC investments. At first it was foreign companies, 
especially Japanese, investing in the US market, but then the CVC 
trend caught foot in Europe as well and by 1990 there were 138 
corporate investors in European Venture Capital funds, of which 
72 were among Europe’s top 500 corporations4. 

Foreign corporations viewed VC as an easy way to undertake 
a technological transfer and gain access to American technolo-
gy, meanwhile, US based companies started to team-up creating 
funds focused on European investments.

The third wave of Corporate Venture Capital

If the personal computer was the main input behind the second 
wave of Corporate Venture Capital, then the Internet was the 
one behind the third wave, which was born when the dot-com 
boom began. Total dollars from deals involving CVCs grew to ap-

3  Source: CB Insights, “The History Of CVC: From Exxon And DuPont To 
Xerox And Microsoft, How Corporates Began Chasing The Future”, 2018.
4  Source: The European House - Ambrosetti elaboration on European Ventu-
re Capital Journal (1990a), 2018.
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proximately $17 billion in 2000, or 25% of total funding to 
VC-backed companies in that year5.

Previous waves of CVC were all about either entering new mar-
kets or expanding product lines, but during the third one, Corpo-
rate Venture Capital units focused on defending and supporting 
existing product lines by cultivating a healthy business environ-
ment and ecosystem around those products.

The end of the third wave can be attributed to the dot com bub-
ble bursting between the years 2000 and 2001. CVCs had to write 
down enormous losses during that period and many corporates 
were forced to close down their CVC units. The CVC phenomenon 
stayed alive in the following years especially in pharmaceutical 
and biotech corporates, which retained robust CVC programs 
through the early part of the decade.

Nonetheless the data recorded in the previous bouts of CVC 
investments was encouraging. For example it was discovered that 
between 1982 and 1994, firms backed by CVC were more likely 
to go public than those that were not, and when a strategic tie 
between the investing corporation and the startup was in place, 
CVC investments were also outperforming those of independent 
VCs6. Additionally, CVCs also paid significantly more for their in-
vestments, with an average valuation of $28.5 million versus 
$18.2 million for independent VCs7.

The fourth wave of Corporate Venture Capital

The fourth, and currently last observable wave of CVC, is the 
one we are living in today, which was dubbed “the unicorn era” 
or “the golden age of CVC”, which saw Corporate Venturing 
growing to unprecedented volumes. In its first year, supposedly 
2002, there had been 200 deals globally that involved CVC, worth 
a total of $3.5 billion. In 2017, the number of global deals was 
1,791, which accounted for a grand total of $31.2 billion8.

5  Source: CB Insights, “The History Of CVC: From Exxon And DuPont To 
Xerox And Microsoft, How Corporates Began Chasing The Future”, 2018.
6  Source: Paul Gompers, Paul Allan and Josh Lerner, “The Venture Capital 
Cycle”, 2004.
7  Source: Ibid.
8  Source: The European House - Ambrosetti elaboration on CB Insights, 
2018.
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This last wave was spurred by the rise of social media and 
smartphones, mainly in the forms of Facebook and iPhone and by 
the fact that corporations were sitting on historically large piles of 
cash, with global interest rates particularly low.

Additionally, there have been at least two other significant events 
that gave a strong push to the growth of CVC in the last decade or so. 
The first was Microsoft investing $240 million for a 1.6% share of 
Facebook at a valuation of $15 billion in 2007, a choice initially ridi-
culed by many, but that has obviously paid off today that Mark Zuck-
erberg’s company is worth around $480 billion9. The second event 
that kickstarted the “second coming” of CVCs was Google’s decision 
to create its own CVC unit, Google Ventures, which has since 
grown into one of the largest and most respected CVCs in the world.

9  Source: Fortune, “Here's Why Facebook Just Gained $21 Billion in Value”, 
2018.

Alphabet’s investing strategy

Alphabet, Google’s parent company, has at least three (Corporate) 
Venture Capital arms that it uses to invest into tech startups. 

GV (formerly Google Ventures) provides seed, venture and growth 
stage funding to technology companies. GV’s investments are driven by 
financial returns rather than strategic goals. It was originally founded in 
2009 and today is one of the most active CVCs in the world. Every year GV 
deploys around $500 million, it has more than $2.4 billion in assets 
under management* and has invested in 319 companies** in five 
different technological streams: Consumer, Life Science & Health, Data & 
AI, Enterprise, Robotics & Hardware. Some of the most famous compa-
nies where GV has invested over the years are: Uber, Medium, Nest, Flat-
iron Health, 23andMe, Cloudera, Slack, Stripe, AngelList, Giphy, Lemon-
ade, Robinhood, and Udacity. 

Capital G (formerly Google Capital) was founded in 2013, it invests in 
fewer companies per year (25 since 2013), but rarely in deals worth less 
than tens of millions of dollars, since it focuses on later-stage tech com-
panies. Capital G has invested in companies like Airbnb, Duolingo, Glass-
door, Lyft, Snap, and Stripe. It does not focus only on the North American 
and European markets, but also on opportunities in China and India.
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2.1.4 The different types of Corporate Venture 
Capital investments

One of the main problems that affected many CVCs during the 
first waves was a lack of strategic focus and clearly defined objectives. 

Chesbrough identified two characteristics that define a Corporate 
Venture Capital investment: its objective and the degree to which 
the operations of the investing company and the startup are linked10.

Although a company might have various reasons for wanting to 
set up a CVC unit and investing in startups, there are ultimately 
two main goals: 

10  Source: Henry William Chesbrough, “Making Sense of Corporate Venture 
Capital”, Harvard Business Review, 2002.

• Some investments are strategic, they aim at increasing the 
sales and profits of the corporation’s own businesses and 
the company typically seeks to identify and exploit syner-
gies between itself and a new venture. 

• The other type of investment is financial, with companies 
mainly looking for great returns that they deem better than 
those of private VC investors, thanks to a superior knowl-
edge of markets and technologies.

The other important characteristic that defines a CVC unit’s 
operations is the degree to which the invested companies are 
linked to the investor company’s resources and processes.

In 2017 Alphabet launched a third fund, Gradient Ventures, which 
is focused on AI investments. As of the beginning of Q2 2018 it had a 
portfolio of 7 companies.

Before the group was reorganized into Alphabet, Google made few in-
vestments outside of its VC arms, in particular it co-invested $100 mil-
lion in SpaceX and it led a $542 million round in the Augmented 
Reality startup Magic Leap in 2014.

(*) Source: CNBC, “How Google parent Alphabet invests in start-ups”, 2017
(**) As of April 2018
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Given these four dimensions, Chesbrough plotted a map with four 
quadrants to serve as a guide to companies seeking to make 
investments through a Corporate Venture Capital unit.

(Figure 2.4)

The Driving type of CVC investments is characterized by 
strong strategic objectives and tight links between the invested 
company and the operations of the investing company. This type 
of investment supports the current corporate strategy but does 
not help it to pursue disruptive technologies.

The Enabling type, characterized by a high strategic objective 
but by a loose link between the operational capability and the in-
vested company, aims at developing and stimulating the corpo-
rate ecosystem.

The Emergent type of investment, aims at gaining a short-
term financial advantage, while maintaining the objective of 
achieving a strategic return as well.

The Passive type of CVC investments, is aimed solely at pro-
viding the highest financial returns for the company and it rarely 
gives any strategic return.

Each of the different types of Corporate Venture Capital is best 
suited for specific market situations. The Emergent type would be 
better when the market is booming, so that the high probabil-
ity of financial returns would offset the uncertainty of a strategic 
benefit. Driving and Enabling investments, instead, are more 
resilient and can hold long-term benefits for the investors, even 
when a short-term financial benefit is dubious.
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In any case, none of the above types of CVC investment should 
be judged primarily by their financial results – besides the Pas-
sive type, which has no other goal. Driving, Enabling, and Emer-
gent investments can all help the companies grow their exist-
ing assets. 

The Driving type of CVC investments can help promoting a 
technology standard that the investor owns or backs up, like how 
Microsoft did with the investments in the companies supporting 
the .Net Framework11.

The Enabling type of investment can stimulate the demand by 
investing in companies that are developing complementary prod-
ucts to the investor’s ones, like Intel did with companies whose 
products needed Pentium processors.

The Emergent type can help a company leverage underutilized 
technologies, for example by spinning-off units that are develop-
ing assets not central to the corporate’s core business. This type of 
investment can also be used to grow a company’s future business, 
not only its existing one. A company can experiment with new 
capabilities by investing in companies developing new business 
processes currently unfit with the company, it can develop a back-
up technology by investing in companies working on technologies 
headed in a different strategic direction, or, finally, explore stra-
tegic whitespace by investing in companies serving customers in 
new markets, in order to evaluate their potential.

11  A software development platform developed by Microsoft that was meant 
to create applications, which would then run on the Windows Platform. The first 
version of the .Net Framework was released in 2002.
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Quantification of ongoing dynamics 
and international experiences  
in the global Corporate Venture  

Capital ecosystem

2.2.1 The global Corporate Venture Capital land-
scape 

Corporate Venture Capital activity has been steadily growing 
for the past years and 2017 was a record year globally. Ac-
cording to CB Insights12, in 2017 there were 1,791 deals involv-
ing Corporate Venture Capital funds, which accounted for a total 
of $31.2 billion of capital invested. Based on this data, the 
growth Year over Year (YoY) of 2017 vs. 2016 has been 19% in 
terms of deals completed and 18% in terms of total capital invest-
ed. Previously, the best year in terms of total capital invested, had 
been 2015, with $29.1 billion. (Figure 2.5)

CVC deals as a percentage of total VC deals have been growing 
as well; they represented the 16% of the market in 2013 and are 
now 20% of the total. It has been predicted that they would grow 
to 35% by 202513. 

12  Source: CB Insights, “Global CVC in 2017”, 2018.
13  Source: Telstra Ventures, “Strategic Growth Investing - The next evolution 
of Corporate Venture Capital”, 2016.
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The year 2017 saw a surge of new CVC investors (186) a 66% 
growth over 2016, for a total of 546 active CVC investors. The 
data on the number of investors differs from source to source; for 
example, according to Crunchbase14 there are 492 CVC investors 
currently active. In general, different sources and databases, may 
indeed tell different stories, depending on what methodology is 
used and what data is included or left out.

Today, 75 of the Fortune 100 are active in corporate venturing, 
and 41 have a dedicated CVC team15. Among the top 10 most ac-
tive CVCs globally in 2017, 6 were from the United States and 4 
from Asia. (Figure 2.6)

Corporate Venture Capital was born in the USA, which today is 
still the main source for number of deals globally. Besides North 
America, which in 2017 accounted for 49% of the global deal 
share, the other regions where CVC has been growing are Asia 
with 29%, and Europe with 20%; the rest of the world combined 
has a small 2%. (Figure 2.7)

 

14  Source: Crunchbase, “Global Corporate Venture Capital funds”, 2018.
15  Source: Forbes, “Corporate VC is on the Rise: Here's What to Know”, 2017.
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In the past two to three years North America’s CVCs have 
been losing ground (-15%) to their Asian and European counter-
parts. In fact, in Q4 2017, Asia nearly overtook the North Amer-
ican deal share, as the year ended with a close 38% vs. 40% in 
favor of the Western powerhouse.

In the US, CVCs participated in 847 completed financings 
worth a record amount of $18.7 billion last year and, out of 
these, $11.8 billion came from California alone. In total, Corpo-
rate Venture investors participated in rounds that amounted to 
44% of all venture deal value16. The US are home to plenty of suc-
cessful Corporate Venture Capital funds that operate in various 
industries like technology, biotech, manufacturing, and media. 
Some of the most active17 American CVCs are: GV, Intel Capital, 
Salesforce Ventures, Qualcomm Ventures, GE Ventures, Micro-
soft Ventures, 3M Ventures, Dell Technologies Capital, Comcast 
Ventures, Johnson and Johnson Innovation, Cisco Investments, 
Slack Fund, Bloomberg Beta, Verizon Ventures, Airbus Ventures, 
and Hearst Ventures.

2.2.2 The Asian ecosystem

The main Asian players in Corporate Venture Capital activity 
are Japan, and China, which have invested respectively $2.5 

16  Source: Pitchbook – NVCA, “Venture Monitor 4Q 2017”, 2018.
17  Source: CB Insights, “The Most Active Corporate VC Firms Globally”, 2018.
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billion18 and $6 billion19 in 2017, with special mentions for 
South Korea and India. 

Japan was the first Asian country to appear on the interna-
tional CVC radar in the ‘80s, during the second wave in CVC his-
tory, when some companies started investing in the US market 
to get access to advanced technologies unavailable at that time 
in Asia. Today in Japan the most active CVC funds are SoftBank 
Capital, YJ Capital, Dentsu Ventures, Sony Innovation Fund, 
Toyota Research Institute, Mitsubishi UFJ Capital, Rakuten Ven-
tures, SBI Investment, SMBC Venture Capital, GREE Ventures, 
Takeda Ventures, Nissay Capital, Panasonic Ventures, Alliance 
Ventures20, and Mitsui Global Investment.

China in 2017 reached a new deals high (163), but with $6 
billion of capital invested did not top the previous record year, 
2015, when the total amount of capital invested was $6.7 billion. 
Although, the number of deals in 2015 was half of that of 2017 
(80 vs. 163) and of those $6.7 billion, around $3 billion can be 
attributed to two rounds raised by Didi Chuxing. Before 2015, 
Chinese CVC activity was barely on the global map; in fact, in 
2013 the investments were of $0.3 billion in 28 deals and in 
2014 they were $1.0 billion in 67 deals. China’ most active CVCs 
today are Tencent Holdings Ltd, Alibaba and Ant Financial Ser-
vices, Baidu Inc, Didi Chuxing, Legend Capital, Fosun RZ Capital, 
JD.com, CreditEase Fintech Investment Fund, CASH Capital In-
vestment Management, and Ping An Ventures.

South Korea is one of the countries in the world that invests 
the most in R&D21 and has thus developed into a global leader in 
numerous industries, like electronics and automotive. Although 
not as prominent as their Chinese and Japanese counterparts, 
there are a few strong CVCs in the country, which are also some of 
the most active at a global level, including KCube Ventures, Sam-
sung Venture Investments and Samsung Catalyst Fund, Hyundai 
Ventures, LG Corporation, and Naver.

18  Source: Nikkei Asian Review, “Innovation-hungry Japanese companies in-
vesting directly in startups”, 2018.
19  Source: CB Insights, “Global CVC in 2017”, 2018.
20  Alliance Ventures is the Renault-Nissan-Mitsubishi, French-Japanese, au-
tomotive corporate partnership.
21  Source: The European House - Ambrosetti elaboration on OECD, 2018.
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India is not as developed in Corporate Venture Capital invest-
ing as the other aforementioned countries. 2017 was its record 
year for number of deals, 57, but not for total amount of capital 
invested, $436 million vs. $556 million in 2014. Nonetheless, 
given its socio-demographic characteristics and industrial prow-
ess, it is a player to be reckoned with in this scenario. India’s most 
active CVCs are The Times Group and its CVC division Brand 
Capital, Info Edge, One97 Communications and One97 Mobility 
Fund, Flipkart, Bertelsmann India Investments, JSW Ventures, 
and Tata Group.

2.2.3 The European ecosystem

The other important player in global CVC deals share is Europe 
with a 20% share of the total amount. In 2017 in the European 
region (including Israel), Corporate Venture Capital funds invest-
ed a total of $2,691 million in 179 rounds, with the United 
Kingdom leading the pack with $1,036 million invested in 44 
deals, followed by Israel with $677 million in 37 deals, then 
France, Germany and the Nordic Region. The single most active 
Corporate Venture Capital funds in Europe in 201722 have been: 
RWE (Germany), Orange Digital Ventures (France), Intel (US), 
Swisscom Ventures (Switzerland), SAP (Germany), Samsung Ven-
ture Investments (South-Korea), and KPN (Netherlands). 

(Figure 2.8)

In France it has been observed that 41% of CVCs that invested 
in French companies since 2003 were foreign. This trend is un-

22  Source: Sirris, “2017 European Scaleups Report”, 2018.
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surprising and it is most likely replicated all around the world, as 
the gap between US companies and Asian ones has been growing 
larger and larger as those countries’ economic growth outpaces 
their European counterparts.

Most of the European Corporate Venture Capital activity is 
captured by a little group of leading countries, the UK, Germa-
ny, and France and by the Nordic cluster of countries. 

The UK’s CVC funds investments have a broad range of indus-
tries including automotive, finance, media, and pharmaceuticals 
as some of the most active CVCs are: Jaguar and Land Rover’s In-
Motion Ventures, GlaxoSmithKline’s SR One, Unilever Ventures, 
BP Ventures, Barclays UK Ventures, Sky Startup Investments & 
Partnerships, WPP Ventures, and Virgin Venture Capital.

Germany, on ther other hand, has firms active particularly 
in the automotive and energy field, in addition to software and 
security for the enterprise: BMW i Ventures, Daimler Venture, 
SAP Ventures Fund, RWE Ventures, innogy Ventures, Commerz-
Ventures, and DroegeVentures.

In France the CVC investments range from insurance to me-
dia and to the energy sector: AXA Strategic Ventures, MAIF Ave-
nir, Orange Digital Ventures, Engie New Ventures, Air Liquide 
Venture Capital, and Total Energy Ventures. 

These were only some of the most active Corporate Venture Cap-
ital funds in Europe as the data is not published as often as in 
the USA, where the whole sector is more advanced both in terms 
of volumes, and of data collection and frequency of publication of 
reports. Other notable European CVCs are: Santander Innoven-
tures, Novartis Venture Fund, Roche Venture Fund, Telefonica 
Ventures, Statoil Energy Ventures, and Scania Growth Capital.
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Italian positioning in the Corporate 
Venture Capital context

2.3.1 The underdeveloped Italian Corporate  
Venture Capital ecosystem

The Italian context is still in a growth phase as far as the CVC 
is concerned.

In Italy there are only few big corporates that have cre-
ated an actual Corporate Venture Capital unit, others have 
destined funds for investing in startups or to create strategic col-
laborations with young and promising companies, but not always 
through a structured investment vehicle. Among these players 
are: Enel, Banca Sella, Eni, Edison, Gruppo CLN, Intesa Sanpaolo 
with Neva Finventures, Poste Italiane, TIM with TIM Ventures, 
Leonardo, Mediaset with Ad4Venture, Chiesi with Chiesi Ven-
tures, Gala with Gala Lab, RCS with RCS Nest, Gruppo Espres-
so with REinventures, Unicredit with Unicredit Evo, Barilla with 
Blu1877, and Zambon with ZCube.

In 2017, AIFI23 monitored 21 Italian corporates and calcu-
lated that they invested a total of €60 million in Corporate 
Venture Capital deals and in Venture Capital co-investment 
deals. Although €60 million is a really low amount of investments 
if compared to other countries both in Europe and around the 
world, it represents a significant share (29%) of the total invest-
ments in startups in Italy throughout 2017 (€208 million24).

The underdeveloped Corporate Venture Capital in Italy is thus 
part of a larger problem. The startup ecosystem is small – and 
smaller than that of other comparable European countries, – due 
in part to deficits in the technological infrastructures and to a cul-
tural backwardness in the way companies think about innovation 
and entrepreneurship. 

23  AIFI is the Italian association of Private Equity, Venture Capital and Private 
Debt.
24  Source: AIFI, “Rapporto di ricerca Venture Capital Monitor - VeMTM”, 
2018

2.3  

TR_2018.indb   80 16/05/18   16:36



© The European House – Ambrosetti

81

Chapter 2

Italy’s investments in R&D are the lowest among G7 countries 
and this is surely another ingredient that contributes to the absence 
of a strong and thriving startup and Venture Capital ecosystem. 
(Figure 2.9)

The lack of public funding and the high fragmentation of 
the agencies that should govern the development of the ecosys-
tem and give a supra-national vision and strategy to all the stake-
holders involved in the process, are some of the culprits for Italy’s 
inability in developing a successful circular funding model25.

2.3.2 The issues of Corporate Venture Capital 
in Italy

All of these factors contribute to Italy’s problem with its low 
volume of investments and the sub-optimal development 
of the national Venture Capital landscape, but corporates 
are another issue. 

Public funding and tax incentives can help the development of 
Venture Capital, because they provide an incentive for VC funds 
and other investors to finance startups and thus enable a circular 
generation of capital that benefits the entire ecosystem. 

On the other hand, corporates usually do not suffer from scar-
city of capital; hence, for Corporate Venture Capital funds, money 
is not the issue. The real issue of the Italian Corporate Venture 

25  Source: The European House - Ambrosetti, “The Role of Research in Pro-
moting Future Technologies and Innovations, and its Funding Mechanisms”, 
2017.
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Capital significant underdevelopment must be traced back to the 
mindset of those who should guide these funds and forge the deals.

CVC is a relatively new phenomenon in Italy and since no one 
has done it before, in most of the large corporates there is a lack 
of skills to build a solid methodology for investing in startups 
through a corporate’s investment unit. According to some ex-
perts26, the managers guiding the Corporate Venture Capital arms 
of Italian corporates lack first and foremost the correct mindset 
that should drive this type of initiative.

A strong risk aversion, a backwardness in the culture surround-
ing innovation, an absence of the entrepreneurial mindset, exces-
sively long time-frames for deals incompatible with the rhythm of 
international investments are all indicators of a troubling photo-
graph of the Italian Corporate Venture Capital ecosystem. 

For example, in a world that moves at an increasingly faster 
pace, deals with startups need to be arranged quickly and signed 
off in weeks or at most in few months. Otherwise, there might be 
the actual risk of bankrupting a startup before the deal is even 
signed, only because the startup could not access the funding that 
it was originally looking for to grow its operations.

Another common issue is approaching a deal with an inade-
quate term-sheet that does not resonate with the international 
best practices. The Absence of Foreign Capital and Inter-
national Investors in Italy is another troubling issue for the 
entire ecosystem. Italian entrepreneurs and managers alike, need 
to experience the best practices of Corporate Venturing abroad 
and take the lessons learned back to Italy, in order to reinvigorate 
the homecountry’s sector.

Nonetheless, there are key factors that could cover the gap.
The same technological and sociological factors that helped to 

create this dire situation can be used to reverse the effects and 
foster a healthy and prosperous investment ecosystem in Italy. 
The access to enormous troves of information just a click or a 
touch away, can enable a rapid diffusion of know-how. The 
ease of traveling and the low cost of transportations can help Ital-

26  Source: The European House - Ambrosetti interviews of strategic stakehol-
ders in the Italian CVC market.
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ians to gain strategic experience abroad and create best practices 
of their own, in their homecountry.

There has never been a time in history where the structural 
premises were able to support the development of Corporate Ven-
ture Capital, until now.

Strategic guidelines for Italy

GUIDELINE 1: CREATE A PERMANENT OBSERVATORY FOR THE ITAL-
IAN CORPORATE VENTURE CAPITAL ECOSYSTEM

One of the main difficulties in studying the Corporate Venture 
Capital phenomenon is the lack of accessible resources and 
thorough data of the markets sizing, deals closed, volumes 
invested of geographies outside of the US. In fact, most of 
the databases are hidden behind hefty paywalls and most of the 
data providers are US-based. 

If Italian companies wants to improve their standing among 
the European pack of corporate investors, they need to be able 
to see which are the main issues affecting the national ecosystem 
and where are the gaps that need to be filled. The same is true 
for policy makers who could understand the CVC landscape and 
study effective laws to promote further investments to foster the 
entire innovation ecosystem. 

A solution would be to create an observatory dedicated to 
the collection of data on Italian Corporate Venture Cap-
itals, which could then be shared on a quarterly basis or twice 
a year, to provide all the stakeholders with the most up to date 
information.

The European House - Ambrosetti could be the promoter of this 
initiative and guide further actions, together with other Italian play-
ers. For instance another Italian stakeholder that would give a great 
added value to the enactment of this guideline is AIFI, which has 
more than twenty years of experience in studying the Italian invest-
ments ecosystem, collecting data on all the most important players.

2.4  
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GUIDELINE 2: STIMULATE THE CREATION OF AN ITALIAN CORPO-
RATE VENTURE CAPITAL FUND WITH MULTIPLE ITALIAN CORPORATES 
INVOLVED

Corporate Venture Capital funds are important for the com-
panies who invest and for those who get the investment, but a 
third beneficiary is the innovation ecosystem where the in-
vestments take place.

The absence of CVC in an ecosystem causes three things:
1. since there is a lack of investors with industrial interests, 

the only investors remaining are Venture Capital funds and 
at the financial level the ecosystem remains tied to specula-
tive logics;

2. there are startups and SMEs with a potential strategic value 
for the corporate sector that without CVCs are left without 
the investments necessary for growth;

3. because the sector is so sterile, new startups with high po-
tential are not even born.

Because the lack of corporate investors is so detrimental for 
the entire ecosystem, it is of paramount importance for a country 
to make sure CVCs are present and do invest in promising com-
panies, lest there is the risk of clipping the wings of the industrial 
growth.

Italy is in dire need of fostering its innovation ecosystem and 
a strong CVC wave of investments could prove vital for a much 
needed step up on the global stage.

A first, important, step could be the creation of a Corporate 
Venture Capital fund where multiple Italian corporates 
are involved. The fund would differ from a normal Venture 
Capital fund because of its focus on investments driven by 
strategic and industrial logic, rather than financial returns. 
Having multiple actors involved in this solution would help to 
overcome Italy’s problem with lack of funds invested and create a 
positive feedback loop: a higher amount of funds invested could 
help current startups and SMEs to scale up and become them-
selves a source of financing for future emerging companies.
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GUIDELINE 3: TAKE ACTIONS TO FOSTER THE INTERNATIONALIZA-
TION OF THE ITALIAN INNOVATION ECOSYSTEM

A greater exposure of the Italian market to interna-
tional experiences would be the best remedy for the country’s 
investments issues, both in terms of volume of investments and 
of number of players involved in the field. Both the Government 
and the corporates themselves can and should take some actions 
to promote the internationalization of the ecosystem.

Here are some actions that could be undertaken by the Govern-
ment at a macro-level:
• The development of incentives to attract international in-

vestors, who would then inject liquidity into the market and 
contaminate the existing stakeholders with their experience.

• The creation of Italian innovation hubs in the global 
innovation hotspots to support and encourage Italian com-
panies in investing abroad and to take promising Italian 
startups on a series of roadshows to demonstrate their 
potential to international investors.

• The creation of education programs, in high-schools 
and universities, to forge a mindset inclined towards entre-
preneurial activities before the students start to work.

Companies can help shaping the Italian innovation landscape 
as well, by taking a few actions preparatory for the wellbeing of 
the ecosystem. They should:
• Endorse the Open Innovation paradigm.
• Encourage their talents to travel abroad, learn the best 

practices and take that experience back to Italy.
• Develop a mindset open to collaboration with foreign 

companies and promote the exchange of workers with 
partners abroad.
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The shift from a Western-centred 
world to multilateralism 

The global competitive landscape is shifting from a West-cen-
tric to a multilateral world, with an increasing economic and stra-
tegic influence of Asian actors, including the field of innovation 
and technology.

In this scenario, China is affirming itself as a superpower, capable 
of developing top global companies and fostering high demanding 
technological programs. This is accompanied by a decreasing com-
mitment of the United States, which are gradually reducing efforts 
on research and innovation by adopting a protectionist approach. 

Positive signals instead are coming from Europe that recognizes 
the strategic importance of the development of an ecosystem based 
on research, innovation and technology (although, on average, its 
performances are worse than those of the USA and of China). 

Can Europe compete with China and USA in the near future?    

Chapter 3 analyzes these dynamics, examining cases of excel-
lence and new trends. 

3.1.1 The traditional Chinese protectionist poli-
cies for the defence against Western Powers

For decades, China has avoided a direct challenge with West-
ern countries, following a strategy that Deng Xiaoping1, in 1990, 
called “hide your strength and wait for your moment”, 
with the aim to focus all the efforts on the self-sufficiency of the 
internal ecosystem.

Moreover, in the past, Beijing’s government has opposed the 
USA on important matters such as climate change and Iran’s 
nuclear deal. China has been accused for years of stealing USA in-

1  Deng Xiaoping was the paramount leader of the People's Republic of China 
from 1978 until his retirement in 1989.

3.1  
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dustrial secrets and it actually created obstacles to US companies 
investing in China, blocked US Internet operators and denied the 
visas to American scholars and journalists.

China has blocked many of the world’s most popular websites 
including Google, YouTube, Facebook and Wikipedia, as part of 
the implementation of the Golden Shield Project, the Chinese 
government’s Internet censorship and surveillance programme 
launched in 2000. 

3.1.2 The new American protectionist policies 
and the opportunities for Asian countries

TRUMP INITIATIVES AND THE CONSEQUENCES IN THE IN-
TERNATIONAL LANDSCAPE

Nowadays, with the “America First” slogan, President Don-
ald Trump is shrinking US engagement abroad, adopting a strat-
egy similar to what China has done in the past.

Three days after the Inauguration Day, Donald Trump with-
drew from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP)2, a free-trade 
treaty between 12 countries initially wanted by Washington as a 
counterweight to the Chinese ascent. 

During the first week as President, Trump tried to prevent 
travellers from seven countries with a Muslim majority to enter 
in the USA, claiming that they represented a threat to the safety 
of American citizens.

Among his actions as Washington’s leader, Trump also aban-
doned UNESCO, the UN negotiations on migration and exited 
from the Paris agreement on climate change. 

The closing initiatives towards the rest of the world also concerned 
the budget provisions. In fact, in the budget proposal for 2018, he 
asked to cut international aid by 42% and to reduce allocations for 
development projects, such as those financed by the World Bank.

2  The Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) agreement was signed in 2016 by Aus-
tralia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zealand, Peru, Singa-
pore, Vietnam, and United States.
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He also proposed to reduce Washington’s contributions to the 
UN by 40% and has pressured the UN General Assembly to cut 
the budget for peacekeeping by $600 million.

Trump’s budget calls for a 15% cut in scientific research, includ-
ing a 10% decrease in spending by the National Science Founda-
tion on “smart systems”, such as Artificial Intelligence. 

This Trump’s closing policy could be seen as a damage to the rest 
of the world, mostly for China, but this geopolitical situation ac-
tually represents a large strategic opportunity for Chinese leaders. 

As the United States takes a step backward in the global land-
scape, China comes forward.

NEW AMBITIONS OF ASIAN COUNTRIES AND MAJOR AC-
TIONS TAKEN

China has never known a moment like this, in which the search 
for a greater role in the global puzzle coincides with the search for 
a minor role played by Washington.

Unlike the United States, in the last few years China has moved 
on several fronts, increasing national investments in strategic ar-
eas, such as aid to foreign countries, global security, foreign influ-
ence and new cutting-edge technologies.

China has become a major contributor to the United Nations 
and its peacekeeping forces have participated in negotiations that 
address global problems, like terrorism, piracy and nuclear pro-
liferation.

Beijing is negotiating with at least 16 countries to form the Re-
gional Global Economic Partnership (RCEP), a free trade 
zone that excludes the US, proposed as early as 2012 in response 
to the TPP3. The agreement should be signed before the end of 
2018 and this would create the largest trading block in the world.

All these factors are determining a new role for China in 
the international scenario. 

3  The 16 countries involved in the RCEP agreement are: (Australia, Bru-
nei, Cambodia, China, India, Indonesia, Japan, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, New 
Zeland, Singapore, South Korea, Thailand,  The Philippines, Vitenam).
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Data on the world economy shows that the gap between China 
and the US is gradually decreasing: in 2000, the American econ-
omy accounted for 31% of the world economy, while the Chinese 
economy was 4%; today, the US fell to 25% and China rose to 
15%. (Figure 3.1)

While for years the Chinese economic growth has been highly 
related to the leverage of investments and exports, nowadays the 
paradigm is changing. In recent times there has been a gradual 
rebalancing of the economy on consumption, that reflects a struc-
tural change in the country’s growth framework, replacing invest-
ments with policies to support consumption.

China is experiencing the transformation from an economy driv-
en mainly by investments and exports, to a consumer economy. 

This is part of the Chinese leader Xi Jinping’s programme to 
reach the “Two Centennial Goals”:
• build a “moderately prosperous society” by doubling 

GDP per capita by 2021, when the Chinese Communist 
Party will celebrate its 100th anniversary; 

• become a “fully developed, rich and powerful nation” 
by the 100th anniversary of the People’s Republic in 2049.
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Figure 3.1 |  
Top five countries in the 
world in terms of GDP, 
(% of total economy), 
2000 vs 2016. Source: 
The European House - 
Ambrosetti elaboration 
on World Bank data, 
2018
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Global innovative and technological 
dynamics

Focusing the analysis on the companies that became “uni-
corns” (companies with a valuation of $1 billion or more) in 
2017, it is possible to see that the highest number of startups that 
have passed the $1 billion valuation in 2017 were headquartered 
in the US. Among the 57 unicorns, 56% is represented by Amer-
ican companies, while the Asian ones are the 37% of the total. A 
considerable gap of Europe emerges in this context: only 4 of the 
total 57 unicorn are based in Europe and all of them are in the 
United Kingdom. (Figure 3.2)

3.2  

Xi Jinping as “fulcrum of leadership” vs. Donald Trump as a 
“paper tiger”

The 19th congress of the Communist Party, held in October 2017, mar-
ked the coronation of Xi Jinping as the “fulcrum of leadership”, an honor 
bestowed only three times since the founding of the country: to Mao Ze-
dong, to Deng Xiaoping, and to Jiang Zemin.

In his speech at the Congress, Xi Jinping announced the dawn of a 
“new era” in which Beijing approaches the center of the scene. He presen-
ted his country as a “new option for other states”, defining this alternative 
to Western democracy as “the Chinese solution”.

In that occasion, the Party Congress also approved the incorporation of 
“Xi Jinping Thought” in the Party Constitution.

This image of Xi Jinping is totally opposed to the perception that the 
Chinese powers have of Donald Trump, whom they view as a “paper ti-
ger”, a person who is not able to impose his power*. 

(*) “Paper Tiger” is a term used by Mao Tse Tung during the Cold War with reference to the 
powers that used to appear as threatening while they actually were perceived as harmless. 
(“All reactionaries are paper tigers. In appearance, the reactionaries are terrifying, but in 
reality, they are not so powerful.” Mao Tse Tung in a talk with the American Correspondent 
Anna Louise Strong, August 1946).
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Considering the market value of these companies, it is inter-
esting to observe that, in the top 10, 7 are Chinese. The startup 
that had the highest market value, being able to reach $20 billion, 
is Toutiao, a top news aggregator service that uses algorithms to 
create content. (Figure 3.3)

32

4

1

1 1
18

Figure 3.2 |  
Companies that 
became unicorns in 
2017 (absolute value). 
Source: The European 
House - Ambrosetti 
elaboration on 
Pitchbook, Crunchbase 
and CB Insights, 2018

Toutiao: the AI-powered news platform 

Thanks to the AI algorithms, Toutiao is changing the way Chinese read, 
creating users’ newsfeeds that are constantly updated based on what the 
machine has learnt about reading preferences. 

Founded in 2012, the app is now used by more than 600 million 
Chinese citizens and, according to The Economist, 120 million daily 
active users spend on average more time on Toutiao app (74 minutes a 
day on the app) than users of other social media apps anywhere in the 
world, including Facebook (66 minutes per day). 
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The strong technology activity that is sustaining Asia’s revolu-
tion is also demonstrated by the sharp increase in patent appli-
cations in the last ten years. (Figure 3.4)

In 2017, Asia-based inventors applied for more patents than 
any other region in the world, and the top 10 patent appli-
cants worldwide are all Asia-based multinationals4.

China is the first country in the world for patent applications, 
followed by the US and Japan. (Figure 3.5)

4  The top 10 applicants in 2017 were: Canon (Japan), Samsung (Korea), 
Panasonic (Japan), Toshiba (Japan), Toyota (Japan), Mitsubishi (Japan), Huawei 
(China), LG (Korea), State Grid Corporation of China (China), Seiko Epson (Ja-
pan). Source: World Intellectual Property Organization, 2018.

Figure 3.3 |  
Top 10 unicorns in 
the world in terms of 
market value (billion 
Dollars), 2017. Source: 
The European House - 
Ambrosetti elaboration 
on Pitchbook, 
Crunchbase and CB 
Insights, 2018

Figure 3.4 |  
Worldwide Patent 
Applications (thousand 
and % increase), 2006 
vs 2016. Source: The 
European House - 
Ambrosetti elaboration 
on World Intellectual 
Property Organization, 
2018
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This is one of the signs of the remarkable transformation of 
the Chinese economy, that shows how China transformed from a 
user of technologies to a producer of technologies.

Another important indication of the technological worldwide 
development is related to ICT and, in particular, to the perfor-
mance in the development of supercomputers, defined as 
computers with a high level of performance compared to tradi-
tional computers and that can process large amounts of data.

Asia has the primacy in this field, mostly thanks to the excel-
lent performance of China that in 2017 reached a new record of 
202 units, showing a substantially larger number of installa-
tions than the United States (143 units). (Figure 3.6)

China has a share of 40% of the top 500 supercomputers in 
the world, followed by the US with 29%. In this scenario, Europe 
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Figure 3.5 |  
Top 10 countries for 
patent applications in 
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value), 2016. Source: 
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2018

Figure 3.6 |  
Top 500 
supercomputers in the 
world, (% of the total). 
Source: The European 
House - Ambrosetti 
elaboration on TOP500 
Supercomputer Sites 
2017 List, 2018
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struggles to affirm its predominance, reaching only 19%, mostly 
represented by Germany, France and United Kingdom.

The fastest supercomputer in the world is Sunway Taihu-
Light, developed by China’s National Research Center of Parallel 
Computer Engineering & Technology (NRCPC) and installed at 
the National Supercomputing Center in Wuxi. 

The technological strength of countries is also highlighted by 
the number of citations in scientific publications.

(Figure 3.7)

SenseTime, the Chinese AI unicorn that plans to develop 
supercomputers

SenseTime, the Chinese Artificial Intelligence company, is one of the most 
valuable startups in the world, with a strong commitment in research, deep 
industry collaboration and partnership with local and overseas key actors.

It is globally known for being a leader in the development of facial re-
cognition technologies, also used by the public security service of major 
Chinese cities to analyze crime scenes and identify persons of interest, 
comparing facial captures with database photographs. 

Moreover, SenseTime signed an agreement with the municipal govern-
ment of Shanghai to work on tech initiatives related to smart cities, smart 
traffic, autonomous driving and smart finance.

The credibility of the company in the market is also proved by the fact that 
it was able to raise $600 million in the latest financial round (April 2018). 
This funding will be dedicated not only to the acceleration of research on in-
dustrial applications of AI, but also to develop at least five supercomputers.  
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In the last ten years, the predominance of the United States re-
mained stable, while there has been an important increase in Chi-
nese research: China passed from the seventh position in 2006 to 
the second one in the 2016 ranking. 

It is also interesting to observe how strong is the quality of Ital-
ian research, capable of competing with the world’s largest play-
ers. The quality of Italian research can be seen also in how it is 
productive: Italy is the first country in the world for number of 
citations per researcher, among the top 10 countries for publica-
tions.  (Figure 3.8)

The excellence in technology of the European Union is reflected 
also in the high-tech exports, in which EU is definitely stronger 
than the rest of the world and this leadership is sustained by a 
positive growth trend, that cannot be observed in China and USA. 
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Top 10 countries in 
terms of number of 
citations (thousands 
of units), 2016. Source: 
The European House - 
Amborsetti elaboration 
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Figure 3.8 |  
Number of citations per 
researcher (absolute 
value), top 10 countries 
in the world for 
publications, 1996-2016. 
Source: The European 
House - Ambrosetti 
elaboration on Scimago 
and OECD, 2018 
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As for China’s and the United States’ hi-tech exports, it is inter-
esting noting how after 2004 the US has reduced its exports, 
whereas China, has been continuing its steady growth, which was 
started in the late 90s. (Figure 3.9)  

China as a technology hub

As mentioned before, China holds numerous technological 
achievements: this is what makes the country a global technology 
hub.

The primary role of Asia in the field of innovation and technol-
ogy is also represented by the fact that China has the largest Sci-
ence Park in the world, TusStar, which is one of the 2,430 
Chinese Science Parks. 

TusStar is owned by a parent company, Tus-Holdings, which 
boasts assets worth more than $70 million, and is home to more 
than 1,500 enterprises in a building area of 770,000 m2. 

TusStar is located in the center of Zhongguancun National In-
novation Demonstration Zone and it is surrounded by 27 key 
universities, 62 national labs, 20,000 high-tech firms 
and more than 600,000 high-tech talents.

With numerous lines of successful business, this is one of the 
best ecosystems in China: 
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European Union, China, 
USA, (billion Dollars), 
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The European House - 
Ambrosetti elaboration 
on World Bank, 2018
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• 5,000 startups incubated since 1994, 27 of them have 
been listed on the stock market;

• more than 600 startups resident in the TusStar incubator;
• focus on some key industrial sectors: environmental, 

new energies, electronic, software, 3D printing, medical 
technologies;

• 1 million m2 constructed by Tus-Holdings, including offic-
es, hotels and apartments;

• more than 150 full time professional staff.

 
The new role of innovation leader for China is not only the result 

of years of restriction policies, but also the effect of a new ambition: 
to become a superpower in science and technology. 

In August 2016, the 13th Five-Year National Science and Tech-
nology Innovation Plan clearly affirmed this ambition, making 
China at the center of international scientific development and 
launching science and technology innovation megaprojects, that 
included big data, intelligent manufacturing, Artificial Intelli-
gence and robotics.

Chinese tech mega-regions 

A possible approach to truly grasp the predominance of China is to look 
at the economic footprint made by its biggest cities. 

China has three main mega-regions:
• Yangtze River Delta: it includes cities like Shanghai, Suzhou, 

Hangzhou, Wuxi, Ningbo, and Changzhou and has a combined 
GDP of $2.17 trillion (+16% compared to Italian GDP). 

• Pearl River Delta: it has cities like Hong Kong, Guangzhou, 
Shenzhen, Foshan, Dongguan, and Macao with a combined GDP of 
$1.89 trillion, which is comparable to South Korea’s one.

• Beijing-Tianjin: it holds the two largest cities in northern China, 
Beijing and Tianjin and has a combined GDP of $1.14 trillion (com-
parable to Australia’s one). This region also hosts the China’s Silicon 
Valley: Zhongguancun. This is a technology hub area, defined as 
the first tech community in the world. It is the destination of the 
most brilliant tech talent in the world, thanks to a vibrant startup 
ecosystem, easiness of funding access and low cost of living and it is 
home to world-leading tech companies such as Xiaomi and Intel.   
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3.3.1 Main technological trajectories 

Several technological changes are underpinning China’s 
growth, determining the frontiers where global competitiveness 
for innovation is going to be played.  

Technologies such as Robotics, Artificial Intelligence and 
Quantum Computing are strategic for the innovation of many 
economic and industrial sectors and should be at the top of the 
agenda for all the countries that want to play a role in the future 
economic landscape. 

China has already started working towards this direction, in-
vesting a significant amount of resources and developing specific 
tech programmes. 

ROBOTICS AND AUTOMATION  

According to the World Robotic Report 2017, the market for 
industrial robots (mostly working in the automotive and elec-
tronics sectors), is estimated at $40 billion, and it is expected to 
keep on growing in the coming years. 

In terms of units, it is estimated that by 2020 the worldwide 
stock of operational industrial robots will increase to 3 million, 
with an average annual growth rate of 11.2% from 2010 to 2020. 

(Figure 3.10) 

Asia is the main driver for growth of industrial robots, having the 
world’s strongest market, followed by Europe and United States. 
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Figure 3.10 |  
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2017 Industrial Robots, 
2018
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China is the biggest robot market in the world, with a contin-
ued dynamic growth and a 30% share of total supply, that is 
expected to increase by 10% by 2020. With supply of around 
87,000 industrial robots in 2016, China represents a market com-
parable to the sum of Europe and the United States (87,400 
units). (Figure 3.11) 

The potentialities of industrial robots are countless and the im-
pact on the economic dynamics can be significant. While produc-
tion jobs are often outsourced where the labor costs are cheaper, 
robotics introduced in the industry sector could help increasing the 
efficiency, as well as the number, of high-value skilled jobs.

This happened, for example, for Tianyuan Garments Company, 
a T-shirt Manufacturer (that supplies Adidas, Armani, Reebok, 
and other major brands) based in the Chinese Suzhou Industrial 
Park that decided to employ about 300 robots in a new garment 
factory, while dedicating to human workers high-end jobs, in-
cluding robot maintenance and operation. 

In conclusion, China’s investments in robotics and automation 
are sure to keep the country at the centre of manufacturing indus-
try in the future. 

QUANTUM COMPUTING 

Quantum computers, those dream machines that would use 
the laws of quantum physics to reach enormous computational 
capabilities, are now becoming reality. 

Asia Europe Americas

70

31
17

2010

89

44
26

2011

85

41
28

2012

99

43
30

2013

134

45
33

2014

161

50

38

2015

191

56

41

2016

Figure 3.11 |  
Annual shipments of 
industrial robots by 
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of units) 2010 - 2016. 
Source: The European 
House - Ambrosetti 
elaboration on IFR 
World Robotics 2017 
Industrial Robots, 2018.
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Whereas traditional computer encodes information as bits that 
can be in one or two states, 0 or 1, quantum bits can be simulta-
neously 0 and 1, resulting in exponentially faster computing, with 
the potential of transforming life and industry dynamics, such as 
how drug makers, agricultural firms and car manufacturers dis-
cover new compounds and materials. 

The fact that researchers at Google, IBM, Microsoft and many 
other large technological corporates are building prototypes 
shows how Quantum Computing is a strategic research field for 
both public and private organizations. 

In this context, China is trying to take the global lead in 
Quantum Computing: Chinese government is creating a $10 
billion National Laboratory for Quantum Information 
Sciences in Hefei, Anhui province, which is due to open in 2020. 

This research centre for quantum technologies applications 
will be committed not only to build the quantum computer of the 
future, but also to investigate quantum metrology, the science 
that measures minute changes in gravity and other physical pa-
rameters, that can be used to build highly accurate, self-contained 
navigation systems (that could replace GPS, being applied for ex-
ample in self-driving cars). 

The new initiative is developed alongside China’s broader na-
tional commitment on quantum technologies, which have been 
highlighted by the successes of the Micius Quantum Space Satel-
lite5 that is helping China to build a nationwide quantum network 
that one day will be useful for military communication as well as 
financial transactions. 

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE 

Artificial intelligence (AI) is changing the dynamics and struc-
ture of every industry, from manufacturing to cybersecurity, from 
fintech to life sciences, and it is becoming a crucial topic for coun-
tries that want to be on the edge of the digital revolution. 

5  Micius is the nickname of a sophisticated Quantum Space Satellite (named 
after an ancient Chinese philosopher and scientist) dedicated to quantum science 
experiments, developed by a team of scientists from the Chinese Academy of 
Sciences. It was launched in September 2016.
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The global relevance of AI is, for example, represented by the 
exponential growth of the number of publications on the subject 
in recent years, that has exceeded the number of computer sci-
ences publications. (Figure 3.12)

Despite advancements that have been made in recent times, 
knowledge about the algorithms and all the possible applications of 
AI technologies is still weak. The costs of development are still high, 
and the leadership will be probably gained by who will be able to 
reach high level of data processing performances with low budget. 

An essential factor to move from a positive trend to an expo-
nential growth in the AI field will be the ability to contain the cost 
of computing power needed to reach the computing capacity of 
multiple human brains per second below the threshold of $1,000.

(Figure 3.13)
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Figure 3.12 | Global 
scientific publications 
on Artificial Intelligence 
and Computer Sciences 
(absolute values), 
1996-2016. Source: 
The European House - 
Ambrosetti elaboration 
on University of 
Stanford, 2018

Figure 3.13 |  
Calculation power 
growth per second 
obtainable with $1,000, 
1900-2060e. Source: 
The European House - 
Ambrosetti on different 
sources, 2018
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China is racing ahead in Artificial Intelligence and it is aggres-
sively executing a thoroughly-designed mission for AI with the 
aim to lead the world in AI technologies by 2030. 

AI has only recently become a clear priority for Chinese lead-
ers, under the ages of an agenda that claim to transform Chi-
na into a “nation of innovation” and it is now supported by the 
“Three-Year Action Plan to Promote the Development of 
New-Generation Artificial Intelligence Industry (2018-
2020)”, published on December 2017 by the Ministry of Industry 
and Information Technology (MIIT). 

The plan recognizes the importance of an AI industry “support 
system” that can manage the large amount of data available and 
reaffirms the commitment of the Country on the acceleration of 
the development of 5G systems that can enable the national “in-
telligentization”.

In addition, it highlights the necessity of creating a favorable 
environment for AI development, supported by high levels of 
funding and with a focus on cultivating an AI talent pool.

In parallel to these national efforts, cities throughout China, 
such as Beijing, Shanghai and Hangzhou, have started to develop 
their own plans for AI. 

Beijing, that is trying to emerge as a national and global lead-
er in AI technology, is planning to build a $2 billion Artificial 
Intelligence development park that could house up to 400 
AI enterprises, with a focus on big-data, biometric identifica-
tion, deep learning and cloud computing. Zhongguancun Devel-
opment Group, responsible for the development of the project, 
intends also to create a “national-level” AI laboratory in the area 
of the new park. Moreover, at the beginning of 2018, the Beijing 
Frontier International AI Research Institute has been estab-
lished in the city. The institute will be composed by three cen-
ters, focused on basic research in AI, smart societal innovation 
and AI patents.

At the same time, Shanghai is planning to establish a specific 
investment fund dedicated to AI and Hangzhou has launched its 
own AI park, as well as a fund that will invest $1.5 billion in it. 
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The country’s burgeoning AI industry has also started to at-
tract foreign companies. For example, Alphabet recently an-
nounced that it will launch a Beijing-based AI research team, tar-
geting local research talent, and it will open an AI China Center 
(even though Google, Alphabet’s search engine, remains blocked 
behind China’s firewall).

3.3.2  “Made in China 2025”: blueprint for up-
grading the country’s manufacturing sector

China has been known as the world’s factory for a long time 
and consumers all over the world are used to identify Chinese 
manufacturing with the term Made in China, that acquired nega-
tive connotations. 

Therefore, China’s manufacturing sector needs a push to take 
it to the next level, starting to be identified as a manufacturing 
world leader. 

In order to reach this goal, China is now committed in the real-
ization of the “Made in China 2025” plan, drafted by the Min-
istry of Industry and Information Technology (MIIT), with input 
from 150 experts from the China Academy of Engineering, ded-
icated to the development of a new era of China manufacturing. 

The ten priority sectors of the “Made in China” 2025 plan

1. New advanced information technology.
2. Automated machine tools and robotics.
3. Aerospace and aeronautical equipment. 
4. Maritime equipment and high-tech shipping. 
5. Modern rail transport equipment. 
6. New-energy vehicles and equipment. 
7. Power equipment. 
8. Agricultural equipment. 
9. New materials. 
10. Biopharma and advanced medical products.
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The initiative draws direct inspiration from Germany’s “In-
dustry 4.0” plan and aims at optimizing the structure of Chinese 
industry, boosting manufacturing innovation and promoting 
home-grown products. 

The relevance of this plan is related to the fact that is clearly 
different from what was done in the past. 

First of all, it focuses on the entire manufacturing process and 
not just on innovation, involving the development of not only 
advanced industries, but also traditional industries and modern 
services. Moreover, besides the inclusion of public resources, it 
stimulates private investments. 

The Chinese government, in fact, is investing vast resources in 
the plan to support domestic hi-tech enterprises and encourage 
more Chinese companies to expand overseas and acquire foreign 
firms with cutting-edge technologies: the total “Made in China 
2025” is likely to exceed $1.5 billion. 

According to the Minister of Industry and Information Technol-
ogy, initial positive results can be seen in aircraft manufacturing, 
semiconductor technologies, new material, aircraft engine and gas 
turbine, 5G mobile network equipment and new energy vehicles. 

The government has also established 5 national manufacturing 
innovation centres, 48 provincial manufacturing innovation cen-
tres and it aims at setting up 40 national manufacturing innova-
tion centres by 2025.

3.3.3 China’s tech giants

Chinese market has been notoriously closed for Americas tech 
giants to break into, and as a result, domestic firms have grown 
exponentially in the last decade. 

As the world is used to speak about GAFA companies (Google, 
Apple, Facebook, Amazon) that dominate the world tech scenar-
io, a new empire is affirming: BATX (Baidu, Alibaba, Tencent, 
Xiaomi), composed by the four Chinese giants:
• BAIDU (market value of $80 billion): it is the largest 

search engine in China, filling a similar role in China as 
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Google does in US, and it is also a leading player in Artifi-
cial Intelligence. The company is committed to invest huge 
amount on Artificial Intelligence Research & Development 
and it is currently eyeing the autonomous driving market. 
The Chinese government ensures that Baidu will have a 
near monopoly on the Internet search space for years to 
come. Google was blocked in China in 2010 after refusing 
to filter search requests. However, since then, the company 
started to take small steps in entering the Chinese market, 
like opening offices in the country.

• ALIBABA (market value of $400 billion): it is the 
largest and most valuable retailer in the world, also owning 
financial services company. An example of the impressive 
effect of Alibaba in the market comes from what happened 
in the Singles Day (a holiday originally created by single 
university students): in 2017 Singles Day shoppers spent 
over $25 billion in 24 hour, much more than purchases 
made for Black Friday that were around $5 billion.   

• TENCENT (market value of $500 billion): it is a conglom-
erate with a wide array of internet and payment services that 
has become one of the largest tech companies in the world. 
Tencent developed WeChat, a multi-purpose social media 
mobile application software that allow customer to buy prod-
uct directly from the app, without passing through an e-com-
merce site. WeChat has over one billion users worldwide, 
that spend on average more than one hour on the app every 
day and it is linked to WeChat Pay, which has more than 
200 million payments account. The dominance of WeChat is 
also guaranteed by the fact that Facebook, the first potential 
competitor, remains blocked by China’s authorities, prevent-
ing the company from taking advantage of a one billion plus 
market of people with growing buying power.

• XIAOMI (market value of $46 billion): also known 
as “China’s Apple”, Xiaomi is one of the world’s most 
valuable private companies. It is one of the China’s top 
smartphone’s manufacturer and a major player in Internet 
of Thing, smart homes, and smart wearables. It sold 92 mil-
lion smartphones in 2017 with a 75% increase over the past 
year. Recently news have surfaced that Xiaomi will IPO in 
the 2018 for at least $50 billion.
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Europe: what’s hot

As many of the data previously shown demonstrate, Europe’s 
performances in the international innovative and technological 
landscape are weak, being often behind United States and China. 

Nevertheless, some positive signals of commitment are coming 
from European Countries and the European Commission itself. 

In order to strengthen Europe’s role in the technological revo-
lution now under way, the European Commission, realized Hori-
zon 2020, the biggest research and innovation plan that Europe 
has ever made based on numerous line of intervention, though 
3 Pillars and 6 cross-cutting initiatives, for a total investment of 
€80 billion. (Figure 3.14)

In support to the European innovation strategy, in May 2016, 
the European Quantum Community published the Quantum 
Manifesto, promoted by over 3,500 scientists, research institu-
tions and companies, with the main goal to support the impor-
tance of Quantum Technologies.

The European Commission then announced the €1 billion pro-
gram dedicated to Quantum Technology, with the goal to: 
• make Europe the leading force of the quantum revolution; 
• consolidate European scientific excellence in quantum research;
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The reference 
framework of Horizon 
2020. Source: The 
European House - 
Ambrosetti elaboration 
on European 
Commission, 2018
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• start a competitive European quantum industry to position 
Europe at the heart of the future global industrial landscape; 

• attract investments in quantum technologies;
• make these technologies accessible for the entire society. 

FRANCE INNOVATION STRATEGY: A EUROPEAN BENCHMARK 

The strongest plan for innovation promoted by a European 
country is the one developed in France under the support of Pres-
ident Emmanuel Macron: with the aim to make France a “startup 
nation”, Macron set up a €10 billion fund, that will be managed 
by the French public investment bank Bpifrance. 

Macron’s manifesto included measures that aim to foster en-
trepreneurship, such as cutting corporate tax to 25% percent 
(from 33.3%), shifting the wealth tax to property only (that would 
exempt the ownership of company stakes), introducing a flat 30% 
tax rate on all capital income and offering unemployment insur-
ance for people who leave the job to start a company.

Moreover, in April 2018 Macron unveiled the France’s Ar-
tificial Intelligence strategy, directed to foster innovation in 
Artificial Intelligence by funding research and helping products 
get developed from the ground up. 

Key numbers of Quantum Technology in Italy 

Some key numbers on the development of Quantum Technology in Italy:
• More than 60 active groups.
• More than 300 researchers involved.
• 1,700 km of fibers for Quantum Technology.
• €1.9 million investments in QuantERA, Quantum Technologies 

Program ($1.5 from National Research Council - CNR and $0.4 
from Ministry of Education, Universities and Research - Miur).

• 18 European Research Council (ERC) projects directly rela-
ted to Quantum Technologies.

• Successful participation at the European Programme “FET Fla-
gship on Quantum Technologies”, closed in february 2018 
and dedicated to the financing of the quantum technologies related 
projects: among the 26 winner projects, 15 were italians (10 presen-
ted by CNR and 5 by Miur).
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This plan will be funded in part with a €300 million fund for radical 
innovation announced last year by Finance Minister Bruno Le Maire 
and in part from €200 million coming from the European Union, with 
resources mobilized for Artificial Intelligence research in Europe. 

France will also work closely with Germany on this theme, fol-
lowing the establishment of a research institute devoted to tech-
nological innovation.

Another key aspect of Macron’s plan is to lure French AI re-
searchers, many of whom occupy top positions in Silicon Valley 
and around the world, back to France. 

France’s efforts are already showing their effect: Facebook re-
cently declared that €10 million will be invested in the next four 
years in its French Artificial Intelligence center - Facebook’s first 
international research lab in AI - with the aim to double the num-
ber of AI scientists and increase its funding of PhD candidates.

Strategic guidelines for Italy

In order to compete in the international landscape, Italy has 
to be at the frontier of innovation and technology. Despite 
important measures have been launched during the last years, 
much more effort is needed to reach this objective. 

3.5  

Station F: the world’s biggest startup incubator based in 
Paris

One of the most visible private efforts to boost innovation in France is 
Station F, the world’s biggest start-up incubator, launched in 2017 
by the telecom entrepreneur Xavier Niel with €250 million of investments. 

Station F offers 33 different incubation programs, managed by the in-
cubator or by major companies such as Facebook, Vente Privée and lead-
ing business schools. 

Few months after its inauguration, Station F is already fully booked, 
with more that 3,000 young entrepreneurs from 1,000 startups coming 
from more than 50 countries.
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As part of the work done during the last year within the activi-
ties of the Innovation and Technology Community by The European 
House - Ambrosetti, some strategic guidelines have been identified: 
1. Appoint a national Chief Technology Officer at the govern-

ment level;
2. Elaborate a strategic plan for Artificial Intelligence in Italy;
3. Develop a long-time strategy on China, starting from the 

opportunities offered by “One Belt, One Road” 

GUIDELINE 1: APPOINT A NATIONAL CHIEF TECHNOLOGY 
OFFICER AT THE GOVERNMENT LEVEL 

A government position related to innovation and technology 
that is found in other countries such as France and the USA, is the 
Government Chief Technology Officer, who is responsible 
for all matters related to technology and innovation in the country.

 
The person in charge of taking on this role should deal with the 

definition of a country strategy for technology promo-
tion and development, with the fundamental involvement of all 
the Ministers. This role, in fact, is conceived to be a transversal 
function in the government (not one CTO in each Ministry!) that 
should be able to give support to all Ministers, helping policy 
makers harnessing innovation and technology. 

The Government CTO is then responsible for the development 
of a technology vision and future growth direction in technolo-
gy, with the aim to strengthen national capabilities and make the 
country more competitive in the international landscape.   

Based on the USA experience in this field, the CTO and his 
team should be focused on the following activities:
• catalyze the development of public policy on that topics 

that recognizes technological advances;
• add state-of-the-art technology talent to deliver the best results;
• ensure that technologists, scientists, innovators, and entre-

preneurs have all the resources to develop their studies; 
• ensure an open, digital, and data-driven government;
• empower and expand internet connectivity; 
• engage local technology and innovation communities 

through dedicated initiatives, such as bootcamps, technol-
ogy meet-ups, maker spaces, innovation festivals, entrepre-
neurship programs, and startup incubators; 
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increase the availability, accessibility, and attractiveness of study, 
work, and entrepreneurial opportunities in science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics (STEM).

GUIDELINE 2: ELABORATE A STRATEGIC PLAN FOR ARTIFI-
CIAL INTELLIGENCE IN ITALY

All global major countries have their specific programme sup-
porting the development of Artificial Intelligence technologies, 
while Italy still does not have one. 

As part of the plan for the digital transformation of Italy, the 
Agency for Digital Italy created an Artificial Intelligence Task 
Force, composed by Italian scientists, entrepreneurs, journalists, 
professors and tech experts. They are studying how the dissem-
ination of Artificial Intelligence solutions and technologies can 
affect public services, with the aim to improve the relationship 
between public administrations and citizens. 

This expert Task Force, being also responsible for the elabora-
tion of suggestions and recommendations on how to adopt Arti-
ficial Intelligence solutions and technologies, could help the gov-
ernment to ideate and develop a strategy to boost economy 
growth through Artificial Intelligence. 

Thus, this plan should be supported by a relevant invest-
ment by the government (coming from national and European 
resources), able to mobilize private capital.

Moreover, Italy should collaborate with the European Com-
mission and other European countries that are now work-
ing on similar plans, trying to join the efforts.  

GUIDELINE 3: DEVELOP A LONG-TIME STRATEGY ON CHI-
NA, STARTING FROM THE OPPORTUNITIES OFFERED BY 
“ONE BELT, ONE ROAD” 

Among Asian powers, the one from whom Italian policy maker 
could start to develop a strong relationship is China.
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In order to empower trade and partnership with China, it is 
necessary to develop a 3 to 5 years strategic plan that in-
cludes, among others, the following actions: 
• identify the most strategic Italian industrial sectors 

that could be attractive for Chinese market;
• elaborate for each sector specific actions to stimulate 

export and investments;
• develop a list of strategic public and private partners 

in China, with whom try to build a long-term dialogue and 
possible partnerships;

• create an innovation hotspot in one of the most import-
ant Chinese tech community, that has knowledge of the local 
ecosystem, strong connections with local key players and act 
as reference institution for Italian companies (with primary 
attention to SMEs) that want to explore the Chinese market;

• establish initiatives aimed at aggregating Italians living 
and working in China; 

• ideate specific programs, in partnership with Chinese uni-
versities and incubators, for Italian startups in China and 
Chinese startups in Italy, starting from the existing ones 
(eg. the strategic partnership launched by Politecnico di 
Milano and Tsinghua University in Beijing);

• develop, in partnership with local institutions, exchange 
programme for Italian and Chinese researchers on 
specific topic. 

Global business relations will be soon facilitated by the cre-
ation of the One Belt One Road initiative, a new Silk Road 
developed by China to increase trade ties with Asia, Africa and 
Europe. In order to take the maximum advantage from this new 
opportunity, Italian policy maker should elaborate a specific 
strategy that identifies: 
• the industry sector that could benefit the most;
• areas of collaboration with the countries involved in the 

route; 
• possible threats and risks of the participation at the program.

One Belt One Road will become the first train connection 
between Italy and China and it will give the chance to Italian 
companies to send their products, technological devices, through 
a transportation mean different from plane.

Figure 3.15 |  
The One Belt One 
Road plan. Source: 
The European House - 
Ambrosetti elaboration 
on Xinhua, 2018
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One Belt One Road

With the One Belt One Road programme, China is developing the most 
ambitious infrastructure megaproject of all time, connecting Asia, Africa 
and Europe through a network of bridges, railways, hihways, ocean rou-
tes and ports. (Figure 3.15)

This initiative will connect two third of the world population, opening 
up cross border connectivity and encouraging a further integration of in-
ternational markets.

If the cost of the initiative will reach $1 trillion, as expected, it will be seven 
times larger than the Marshall Plan that the US launched in 1947 by spen-
ding $130 billion, in today’s currency, to rebuild post-war Europe.

The key investors are: Asia Infrastructure Investment Bank, Asian 
Development Bank, China Development Bank, Bank of China, other sta-
te-owned banks, Silk Road Fund (funded mainly with Chinese capital), 
State-owned companies, World Bank. 

The plan raises also some concerns about political balance in the Asian 
area: with One Belt One Road, China has lent so much money to its neigh-
bors that Beijing’s detractors compare the credit system to a form of impe-
rialism. For example, as Ski Lanka failed to repay loans for the construction 
of a deep water port, China acquired the majority of ownership of the project, 
provoking protests over its interference with the country’s sovereignty.
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Italy’s Agenda 

In order to compete in the international landscape, Italy has to 
be at the frontiers of innovation and technology. In recent 
years, previous governments have launched important policies to 
improve Italy’s productivity and innovation capability and advance 
the country’s status in the international scenario. Many efforts have 
been put in place during the last years, but much more can be done. 

As part of the work done during the last year by The European 
House - Ambrosetti within the activities of the Innovation and 
Technology Community, some relevant strategic guidelines were 
identified: 
1. Create a permanent observatory for the Italian Corpo-

rate Venture Capital ecosystem.
2. Stimulate the creation of an Italian Corporate Venture 

Capital fund with multiple Italian corporates involved.
3. Take actions to foster the internationalization of the 

Italian innovation ecosystem.
4. Appoint a national Chief Technology Officer at the 

government level.
5. Elaborate a strategic plan for Artificial Intelligence in 

Italy.
6. Develop a long-time strategy on China, starting from 

the opportunities offered by “One Belt, One Road”.  
(Figure 4.1)

4.1  

Figure 4.1 |  
A summary of the 
strategic guidelines 
of the Technology 
Forum 2018. Source: 
The European House - 
Ambrosetti elaboration, 
2018. 

CORPORATE VENTURE CAPITAL TECHNOLOGICAL COMPETITIVENESS

Empower the technological and innovative competitiveness of Italy in the international scenario 

The strategic guidelines of the Technology Forum 2018 

GUIDELINE 1: CREATE A PERMANENT OBSERVATORY FOR 
THE ITALIAN CORPORATE VENTURE CAPITAL ECOSYSTEM

GUIDELINE 2: STIMULATE THE CREATION OF AN ITALIAN 
CORPORATE VENTURE CAPITAL FUND WITH MULTIPLE 
ITALIAN CORPORATES INVOLVED

GUIDELINE 3: TAKE ACTIONS TO FOSTER THE 
INTERNATIONALIZATION OF THE ITALIAN INNOVATION 
ECOSYSTEM

GUIDELINE 4: APPOINT A NATIONAL CHIEF TECHNOLOGY 
OFFICER AT THE GOVERNMENT LEVEL

GUIDELINE 5: ELABORATE A STRATEGIC PLAN FOR 
ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE IN ITALY

GUIDELINE 6: DEVELOP A LONG-TIME STRATEGY ON 
CHINA, STARTING FROM THE OPPORTUNITIES OFFERED 
BY “ONE BELT, ONE ROAD”
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GUIDELINE 1: CREATE A PERMANENT OBSERVATORY FOR 
THE ITALIAN CORPORATE VENTURE CAPITAL ECOSYSTEM 

Creating an observatory dedicated to the collection of 
data on Italian Corporate Venture Capitals would help to 
overcome one of the main difficulties in studying the Corporate 
Venture Capital phenomenon: the lack of accessible resourc-
es and thorough data on the markets sizing, deals closed, 
and volumes invested. This, in turn, would give to Italian com-
panies, investors and policy makers, all the information needed 
to understand problems and develop solutions. The European 
House - Ambrosetti, alongside a player like AIFI, could be the 
promoter of this initiative and guide its development. 

For further details, reference is made to Chapter 2 “Open In-
novation and Corporate Venture Capital in the international 
landscape”.

GUIDELINE 2: STIMULATE THE CREATION OF AN ITALIAN 
CORPORATE VENTURE CAPITAL FUND WITH MULTIPLE 
ITALIAN CORPORATES INVOLVED

The lack of Corporate investors is detrimental for the entire 
ecosystem, hence it is of paramount importance for a country to 
make sure CVCs are present and do invest in promising compa-
nies, lest there is the risk of clipping the wings of the industrial 
growth. To kickstart the movement, a first step could be the cre-
ation of a Corporate Venture Capital fund where multiple 
Italian corporates are involved. The fund would differ from 
a normal Venture Capital fund because of its focus on invest-
ments, driven by strategic and industrial logic, rather than 
financial returns. Having multiple actors involved in this solution 
would help to overcome Italy’s problem with lack of funds in-
vested and create a positive feedback loop: a higher amount of 
funds invested could help current startups and SMEs to scale up 
and become themselves a source of financing for future emerging 
companies. 

For further details, reference is made to Chapter 2 “Open In-
novation and Corporate Venture Capital in the international 
landscape”.
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GUIDELINE 3: TAKE ACTIONS TO FOSTER THE INTERNATION-
ALIZATION OF THE ITALIAN INNOVATION ECOSYSTEM

A greater exposure of the Italian market to interna-
tional experiences would have a significant impact on the 
country’s investments issues, both in terms of volume of invest-
ments and number of players involved in the field. The Govern-
ment as well as the corporates can and should take actions to pro-
mote the internationalization of the ecosystem. Examples 
of activities that can be undertaken are: 
• the introduction of incentives to attract foreign investments; 
• the creation of global Italian innovation hubs; 
• the development of entrepreneurial education programs in 

schools; 
• the endorsement of the Open Innovation paradigm; 
• the exchange of talents with international companies and 

institutions; 
• the development of a mindset open to collaborations.

For further details, reference is made to Chapter 2 “Open In-
novation and Corporate Venture Capital in the international 
landscape”.

GUIDELINE 4: APPOINT A NATIONAL CHIEF TECHNOLOGY 
OFFICER AT THE GOVERNMENT LEVEL 

A government position related to innovation and technology, 
that could be find in other countries such as France and USA, is 
the government Chief Technology Officer, who is responsible 
for all matters related to technology and innovation in the country. 

The government Chief Technology Officer should deal with the 
definition of a country strategy for technology promo-
tion and development, with the fundamental involvement of all 
the Ministers. This role, in fact, is conceived to be a transversal  
function in the government (not one CTO in each Minister) that 
should be able to give support to all Ministers, helping policy 
makers harnessing the power of innovation and tech-
nology. 
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For further details, reference is made to Chapter 3 “The coming 
multilateral world: the rising role of Asian countries in the inno-
vative global ecosystem”.

GUIDELINE 5: ELABORATE A STRATEGIC PLAN FOR ARTIFI-
CIAL INTELLIGENCE IN ITALY 

All global major countries have their specific programme sup-
porting the development of Artificial Intelligence technologies, 
while Italy still does not have one. 

As part of the plan for the digital transformation of Italy, the 
Agency for Digital Italy created an Artificial Intelligence Task 
Force, that being responsible for the elaboration of suggestions 
and recommendations on how to adopt Artificial Intelligence 
solutions and technologies, could help the government to ideate 
and develop a strategy to boost economy growth through 
Artificial Intelligence. 

For further details, reference is made to Chapter 3 “The coming 
multilateral world: the rising role of Asian countries in the inno-
vative global ecosystem”.

Key responsibilities of the government Chief Technology 
Officer  

Based on the USA experience in this field, the CTO and his team should be 
focused on the following activities:
• catalyse the development of public policy on that topics that recog-

nizes technological advances;
• add state-of-the-art technology talent to deliver the best results;
• ensure that technologists, scientists, innovators, and entrepreneurs 

have all the resources to develop their studies; 
• ensure an open, digital, and data-driven government;
• empower and expand internet connectivity; 
• engage local technology and innovation communities through 

dedicated initiatives, such as bootcamps, technology meet-ups, 
maker spaces, innovation festivals, entrepreneurship programs, 
and startup incubators; 

• increase the availability, accessibility, and attractiveness of study, 
work, and entrepreneurial opportunities in science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics (STEM).
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GUIDELINE 6: DEVELOP A LONG-TIME STRATEGY ON CHINA, 
STARTING FROM THE OPPORTUNITIES OFFERED BY “ONE 
BELT, ONE ROAD”

Among Asian powers, the one from whom Italian policy maker 
could start to develop a strong relationship is China. In order 
to empower trade and partnership with China, it is necessary to 
develop a 3 to 5 years strategic plan that includes, among 
others, the definition of the most strategic Italian industrial 
sectors that could benefit from a technological partnership with 
Chinese entities, the definition of a list of strategic public and 
private partners in China and the creation of an innovation 
hotspot in one of the most important Chinese tech community. 

Global business relations will be soon facilitated by the cre-
ation of the One Belt One Road initiative, a new Silk Road 
developed by China to increase trade ties with Asia, Africa and 
Europe, that will become the first train connection between 
Italy and China. In order to take the maximum advantage from 
this new opportunity, Italian policy makers should elaborate a 
specific strategy.

For further details, reference is made to Chapter 3 “The coming 
multilateral world: the rising role of Asian countries in the inno-
vative global ecosystem”.
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